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ABSTRACT

THE ART OF TRANSFORMATIONAL LEADERSHIP: A STUDY OF
SUN TZU’S STRATEGIC PHILOSOPHY APPLIED TO
MANAGING CIVIL SERVICE EMPLOYEES

Jesus N. Perez, Ed.D.
Department of Counseling, Adult and Higher Education
Northern Illinois University, 2017
Dr. Jorge Jeria, Director

The bureaucratic red tape governing civil service employment in public higher
educational institutions in Illinois can prolong the process to issue corrective action. As swift
action to address conduct is stifled by the layers of procedure, a manager may become
discouraged from responding to problems in the workplace. When the discouragement becomes
the status quo of inaction in the workplace, the misconception that a civil service employee
cannot be terminated is further underscored.
The acceptance of a laissez-faire management style develops into a steep problem in
public higher education, in which a manager who is unprepared for conflict becomes the
mechanism for perpetual conflict. Ineffective management of such employees can lead to costly
expenditures such as accumulated salaries of individuals involved to resolve disputes,
arbitrations, and high turnover. Specific to higher education, hidden costs include disruption to
the student experience and loss in confidence from other university stakeholders such as parents,
donors, and potential students.
A qualitative study was conducted based on the foundations of transformational
leadership and the strategic conceptual framework of Sun Tzu, a Chinese military general from

500 B.C. credited with authoring a treatise entitled The Art of War. The Art of War contains 13
principles that, when used together, provide a strategic advantage for the leadership to overcome
obstacles. The subjects of the research included managers of civil service employees in the
Campus Operations Department in a public higher educational institution in Illinois.
To fully understand the challenges that the management experienced, the research
focused on the following questions: (1) What are the obstacles and experiences in managing civil
service employees that are unique to the public sector, specifically in higher education? (2) How
do these unique obstacles change the way a leader manages a department? And (3) What are
problems that civil service employees tend to experience the most from their managers?
The researcher conducted face-to-face interviews with six participants over a two-month
period at the end of 2016. The first part of each interview was voice-recorded; however, the
interviews were continued after the voice recorder was turned off to increase the participants’
comfort level. Follow-up discussions that were not recorded added depth and clarity to the
interviewees’ responses. Based on the themes that emerged a result of the data analysis, the
researcher deconstructed and reconstructed the 13 principles from The Art of War to form new
tenets in strategic transformational leadership of a civil service workforce that better positions
leaders to overcome conflict if it cannot be prevented.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

There are significant differences in the way public sector employers manage their
workforce in comparison to the private sector. Unlike the private sector, the public sector has
layers of procedures that can prohibit an employer from taking immediate employment action.
For example, in my experience in the private sector, an employee’s projected length of
employment hinged on his/her performance or, more specifically, on meeting a quota. In a sales
environment, the prevailing accepted workplace norm is that you are only as good as your total
sales from the previous week. In the private sector, the speed of productivity is driven by the
employee’s desire to meet his/her weekly goals, earn commissions/bonuses, advance to the next
level in the organization, or simply continue their employment. Terminations were part of the
workplace norms in private companies. In some cases, an organization’s effort to separate from
poor performers was part of the mentality that encouraged the workforce to remain focused on
productivity expectations.
In sharp contrast, the public sector has a completely different way of managing the
workforce. Because most civil service jobs in higher education are service related versus quota
driven, a manager’s measurement of an employee’s performance is more subjective. Because
civil service employees do not sell or create products, a manager in public higher education is
not able to quantify an employee’s weekly achievement by numerical data. Instead, managers
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must rely on their perception of how well an employee meets the duties outlined in his/her job
description, which is based on specifications set forth by the state.
In further contrast to the private sector, terminations are not part of the cultural norm in
higher education. In fact, based on my human resources experience in public higher education,
discharges and other forms of corrective action are often avoided by the management as a
method of preventing conflict. The compelling factor in overlooking discipline is based on the
individual manager’s perceived bureaucratic red tape of public institutions that makes such
decisions a slow-moving effort that is determined to be worthy of avoiding. As a result, poor
performers may find the public sector a safe haven that protects their employment.
The State of Illinois has several policies and procedures that can make issuing corrective
action to a civil service employee a burdensome task, especially terminations. In addition to
State procedures, if the civil service employee is a member of a labor union, additional steps may
be afforded to the employees under their collective bargaining agreement that offer further
protection of the bargaining-unit member prior to any proposed disciplinary action. Such
procedures may include multiple forums for grievances to be heard and/or the option for
potentially costly arbitration proceedings. The layers of procedures can prolong the process,
prohibiting a swift managerial decision in addressing problem employees.
Furthermore, the task-intensive process has the potential to encourage managers to
question whether addressing employee issues is worth the amount of time and financial resources
necessary to prevail if their employee challenges the corrective action. In Illinois, discharging
civil service employees working in higher education, after they have passed the probation period,
is generally reserved for extreme cases of misconduct as determined by a committee comprised
of various representatives from other higher educational institutions (SUCSS, 2014). The layers
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of steps to address even the smallest of employee problems may influence managers to overlook
early signs of performing issues, a choice which has the effect of shifting the power structure
from the manager to the employee. When managers avoid documenting an employee’s pattern of
problems, the employer runs the risk of being unable to successfully correct the employee’s
deficiencies. Further, the managers’ reluctance to invest the amount of time necessary to issue
corrective action may lead to the misconception that a civil service employee cannot be
terminated. Such a fallacy may result in the institution creating a tolerance margin by managers
that fosters a workplace culture of poor performance, absenteeism, and misconduct.
In public higher educational institutions, such a lapse in managerial responsibility has the
potential to create a workplace culture of lower standards and accepted deviations from
operational goals that ultimately can disrupt the student experience. In addressing the cause of
poor performance by employees, institutions also have to examine where the leadership needs to
demonstrate its own overall effectiveness in leading the workforce. Further, not elevating and/or
maintaining workforce standards creates a meager pool of internal applicants for advancement.
In essence, the work environment is at great risk of not meeting its goals by employing a mix of
subpar managers and enabling inferior employees.
Considering all of the above, the overarching question is: How does a manager make
changes in a public institution that is perceived to resist change? The stereotype of higher
education is that the civil service employment rules are set in opposition to the goals of the
institution. As managers may feel disadvantaged in disciplining employees who are not meeting
the needs of the organization, this study is intended to examine strategies that empower leaders
to make meaningful changes in the workplace, prevent conflict, and prepare the manager to
overcome unavoidable challenges.
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Background: Understanding the State University Civil Service Procedure
For State higher educational institutions in Illinois, the path to discharge a civil service
employee can be lengthy and complex, leading ultimately to a Merit Board for a final decision.
According to the SUCSS (2014) website, “The Merit Board is composed of 11 members
representing the public universities of the State of Illinois. Members of the Merit Board are
appointed by their respective University governing boards [Board of Trustees].” In some cases,
the best-organized and most compelling evidence may not be enough to persuade a majority vote
by the Merit Board members to sustain a discharge. The State statute allows the Merit Board to
take alternative actions such as deny the discharge and send the employee back to work with
back pay, demote the employee, or implement an unpaid suspension. Considering the challenges
to discharging a poor performer, applying a method of handling employees under a strategic
framework may be useful in preventing workplace issues and systematically correcting
employees to prevent a discharge case from going to the Merit Board (SUCSS, 2014).
Appendix A illustrates the Schematic Narrative of the Civil Service Discharge
Procedures, which is published by the State University Civil Service Systems (2014). The
narrative is a flow chart with 14 time-sensitive steps, which does not include any additional
institutional procedures that may be governed by a collective bargaining agreement if the
employee is represented by a union. Each step is required prior to a termination being affirmed.
Problem Statement
The central problem in public higher educational institutions in Illinois, relative to
managing a civil service workforce, is that a manager who is unprepared for conflict becomes the
mechanism for perpetual conflict. Considering the cumbersome steps embedded in policies and
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procedures regarding a discharge, a workforce perception persists by institutional stakeholders
that little to nothing can be done to improve the performance or conduct of civil service
employees. Such a perception has led to challenges for the employer, in which the status quo is
built on a manager’s inaction that makes meaningful changes to the workplace a taxing burden.
Worse, the employer may have created a culture that accepts the erroneous belief that a civil
service employee cannot be terminated. As a result, workplace production and morale are likely
to suffer, which can create a range of harmful and costly inefficiencies within the organization,
leading to dysfunction and wasted resources.
In summary, although corrective action may be an effective method for gaining an
employee’s compliance, there may be multiple time-intensive internal institutional procedures in
addition to the external procedures that may compel a manager to simply give up efforts to
change an employee.
Purpose of the Study
This research is intended to apply an ancient Chinese military philosophy of leadership
attributed to Sun Tzu to higher education management as a philosophical conceptual framework.
The Art of War, which originated circa 500 B.C., has withstood the test of time as a manuscript
about overcoming challenges in regard to managing conflict. For the purposes of this research,
The Art of War framework focuses specifically on the strategies necessary to overcome obstacles
in managing civil service employees within a public university in Illinois and influence
meaningful change. The strategy is expected to promote the vision of the organization, prevent
conflict that can interfere with the overall mission of the institution, and respond to overcome
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unavoidable conflict through organizational readiness (Trapp, 2012)1. In applying such a
philosophy, this study is intended to reconstruct the principles from The Art of War (2012) into
applicable strategies specific to identifying problem areas in managing a civil service workforce
in higher education.
Research Questions
It is an arduous effort to address problem employees and it is an expensive effort to
ignore employees who need corrective action. Especially costly and problematic is idle
leadership. To fully understand the complex intersection of a bureaucratic process and making
meaningful change, this research focused on the following questions:
1. What are the obstacles and experiences in managing civil service employees unique
to the public sector, specifically in higher education?
2. How do these unique obstacles change the way a leader manages a department?
3. What are problems that civil service employees tend to experience most from their
managers?
Significance of the Study
In a Washington Post article titled “Illinois Gives Universities $600M in Funding, but is
it too Little too Late?,” journalist Douglas-Gabriel (2016) articulated that state agencies, in
particularly four-year higher education institutions in Illinois, are troubled by the growing
economic problems, statewide decline in student enrollment, and unprecedented pressures of the
underfunded pension system. The challenges can create conflict on multiple fronts, including

Trapp is a translator of Sun Tzu’s Art of War and is not the original author. Because the origin of The Art of War
(circa 500 BC) has not been identified, no original publication date is cited in this research. I have only used
citations for Sun Tzu when quoting or paraphrasing from a specific translation.
1
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attracting students, retaining staff, and maintaining the quality of academic programs and
university services. Douglas-Gabriel notes some critics may argue that the bloat in staffing,
which may contain poor performers, subpar customer service, lack of contributions to students’
college experience, and bad attitudes places an unnecessary financial burden on the university as
well as the state. Researcher Ryann Gilmore (2011) added that higher education has become a
place “in which institutional leaders are expected to do more with less; this high-pressure
environment is ripe with elevated expectations and financial uncertainties” (p. 7). Especially
during a budget crisis, institutional leaders are expected to fulfill “the goals and objectives that
have been set forth in the instructional mission” and “reconcile these goals and objectives with
societal expectations of higher education that may fall outside the direct scope of the institution’s
mission” (Gilmore, 2011, p. 7).
Detractors of public higher education could point to the leadership’s mismanagement of
resources that has produced mediocre results. Because the implied responsibility of the
management is to ensure that resources are used in an efficient manner, the deficiencies of the
employee can be linked to the deficiencies of the manager. It is not unusual for a critic to
question why the institution accepts bad employees as wasted resources that could be better
utilized by other potential applicants for employment. A reality of the problem may be that the
managers simply do not know how to influence the workplace and/or do not believe they can
make meaningful change. Worse, however, are administrators who may not know or refuse to
acknowledge flaws in their managerial practices, in which the undesirable results develop into a
continuous cycle of wasteful and dysfunctional leadership.
A key principle in Sun Tzu’s Art of War (2012) is identifying existing weaknesses in
preparation for confronting an obstacle (Trapp, 2012). An objective observation will determine
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how managers have contributed, albeit unintentionally, to the problems in the workplace either
by making bad decisions or not making any decisions (Northouse, 2007). Awareness of the
flaws in the skill set of those charged with leading an organization are an essential component to
influencing and transforming the dynamics that govern the organization (Northouse, 2007).
Available Information
Countless literature and case studies regarding leadership, strategy, and philosophy have
been published that offer support and guidance for this study. Researchers on strategy and
power, such as Robert Green, author of The 48 Laws of Power (1998) and The 33 Strategies of
War (2006), have repeatedly cited Sun Tzu’s philosophies as foundational to many areas of their
work. Because conflict and power may be considered timeless subjects, material included in this
study spans from Niccolo Machiavelli, author of The Prince (2007), written in early 1500, to
authors on organizational breakthroughs such as James Collins, author of From Good to Great
(2001), published in 2001.
Similarly, leadership theories from James McGregor Burns, Bernard Bass, Bruce Avolio,
and Kenneth Leithwood, lay the foundation of transformational leadership. Also included in this
research are concepts from Jack Mezirow and Paulo Freire. Literature reviews include
overlapping themes from transformational leadership and The Art of War in topics such as
coaching, military training, and business operations.
Reason for Addressing the Issue
The impact of poor-performing employees in public higher education is multifold; it can
cause harm to the work environment and disruption to the student experience. The student,
considered by some as the client or the institution’s customer, is a valuable resource to the
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institution. Tuition dollars, donations from alumni, formation of legacies (in which attending a
specific university is a family tradition), and the support for other campus activities such as
sporting events may hinge partly on the quality of the students’ experience at the institution.
Illinois State institutions may rely more heavily on tuition dollars to remain competitive,
especially when Illinois-appropriated funds for higher education are reduced, financial aid such
as the Monetary Award Program (MAP) grant is limited, retention rates are unstable,
competition with online degrees as an alternative to a traditional college experience grows,
and/or public attitudes toward a college degree being the path to advancement change, (DouglasGabriel, 2016). An employee’s poor performance has the potential to negatively impact the
college experience, which can pose a serious threat to a student’s commitment to attend or
continue attending the university (Northouse, 2007).
Peter Northouse (2007), the author of Leadership Theory and Practice, recognized that
losing managerial control of the workplace to problem employees could result in a range of
issues which can be costly to the employer. Examples of costs include low morale that may lead
to a reduction in employee output, increased lawsuits, expenses for consultation from external
experts to solve the problem, and lost productivity time trying to resolve the matter.
Additionally, the reduced output may compel the employer to hire more staff, resulting in costly
inefficiencies. The initial effort to hire more staff may temporarily relieve the burden on
productive employees, but may also further the impression that there is no consequence for poor
work performance. The pattern of no consequences may add to the organization’s economic toll,
as top performers leave to find an employer who strives to support the workforce performance.
Over time, poor performers may gain seniority, which translates to state-mandated preferences
over less senior employees in case of layoff and job placement. In short, clear expectations, a
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fair system of reward and consequences, and harmonious working relationship between the
management and the workforce may be a far more cost-effective effort (Northouse, 2007).
Greene (2006) proposed that the act of moving first quickly positions the leader to
effectively manage a situation, as problem employees may not expect a quick response and may
not be prepared to react. To be effective with speed depends on the manager’s skill level, ability
to communicate throughout the managerial chain, and level of coordination between skills and
communication. Speed and accuracy in attaining goals may also result in gaining support from
the workforce, as good employees want to be part of a successful effort to minimize problems
and focus on goal attainment (Greene, 2006).
Conceptual Framework
The Art of War summarizes specific strategies to overcome challenges and prevent
conflict as a method of making a change of some type. Although the strategies were intended for
military action, such as combat, there is value in analyzing how success in war can be applied to
the workplace. Significant to public higher education is the intersection of Sun Tzu’s strategic
execution and theoretical foundations of transformational leadership. This section is an
overview of relevant concepts from The Art of War that will shape strategic ideas in overcoming
the barriers to managing civil service employees.
Many philosophical themes overlap in comparing the preparation necessary to maneuver
through military obstacles and overcoming challenges in the management and bureaucracy of
civil service employees. According to The Art of War (Trapp, 2012), preparation comes in the
form of thirteen principles which, used together, will strengthen the chance of overall success.
While each principle is valuable on its own, it is the way the principles are used together that
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maximizes the likelihood of goal attainment. Several principles are dedicated to the avoidance of
conflict (entering war); assessing what is at risk of battle (time, resources, goodwill, etc.),
estimating if the war can be won, and how to plan for a successful outcome (Trapp, 2012). A
recurring concept in The Art of War is that the war is won prior to engagement through
preparation at all levels of the organization (Cleary, 1988)2. Said another way, victory is the
natural result of preparation. Sun Tzu’s philosophy to overcoming barriers can be summarized
as understanding the problem, the challenges, and the skills of people who are expected to
execute plans.
According to Sun Tzu (1988), there is a process for overcoming obstacles before they
surface through a disciplined observation of the conditions of the environment (Cleary, 1988).
Through such a process, early intervention and prevention are cost-effective alternatives to
workplace conflict that isolate the problem and strengthen the leadership’s ability to accomplish
its overall operational goals. In cases in which conflict cannot be avoided, managers’
organization and preparation of the are essential to obtain a successful outcome (Cleary, 1988).
The authors of Learning in Adulthood, Sharan Merriam and Rosemary Caffarella (1999),
suggest that the work environment is ideal for the study of conflict due to the structured
relationships of power. Power relations include those between the employee and employer, labor
unions and managers, and the support of maintaining the status quo and advocates for change.
Further, using war as a metaphor, the employer can shape workplace practices and strategies
based on Sun Tzu’s philosophies with the intent of assisting public-sector managers in

Cleary is a translator of Sun Tzu’s Art of War and is not the original author. Because the origin of The Art of War
(circa 500 BC) has not been identified, no original publication date is cited in this research. I have only used
citations for Sun Tzu when quoting or paraphrasing from a specific translation.
2
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overcoming obstacles for making necessary changes to organizational culture (Merriam &
Caffarella, 1999).
In The 48 Laws of Power, Greene (2006) notes the ability to avoid confrontations in
which there is no benefit to the organization as an indicator of leadership. Any engagement with
conflict is intended to bring the leadership closer to its goals. Conflict for the sake of conflict is
dangerous, as it has the effect of energizing new opponents to rise up against the leadership, and
when the conflict is resolved, further challenges may develop. A transformational leader is
inclined to enter conflict as a method of making meaningful change when there is a specific end
in mind. Entering confrontation with a goal in mind prevents emotions from taking unnecessary
and costly action simply for the sake of fighting (Greene, 2006).
Greene (2006) suggests that a strategic leader should apply the “theatre of war” technique
to resolving conflict, in that the leader will move the conflict to a place in which a decisive
victory can occur (p. 348). Under this strategy, the leader provides no firm target to hit, while
identifying problem employees who need the most attention. For example, when a manager
holds himself/herself to a higher standard, a problem employee is unable to argue that a manager
is incapable of good judgment. Instead, the manager can isolate poor performers by articulating
areas of employees’ poor performance while not risking that the employees will argue that the
cause of their poor performance is due to their employer’s poor management (Greene, 2006).
The “theatre of war” can by psychological (Greene, 2006, p. 348). As the workforce
identifies management holding itself to a higher standard and holding employees accountable,
this has a penetrating effect on the employees in that they believe management is worthy of
being followed and poor performers are worthy of being isolated (Greene, 2006). The
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psychological effect creates buy-in from top performers who want to be contributors to the
greater good of the organization (Greene, 2006).
Sun Tzu theorized that conflict can be divided by two opposing forces, in which the
person leading the effort must calculate in advance which side is most likely to prevail, which of
the two has the most resources, which side is most able to mobilize, who has the most useful
information, and which of the two can best apply the information toward a faster victory (Cleary,
1988). The conflict may address an imbalance in which either the employer or the employee has
engaged in activity that has caused harm. For example, an employer must reserve discharges for
the most egregious matters when rehabilitating an employee is not an option. A manager who
discharges employees for problems that could have been corrected may risk instilling resentment
and derail expectations of loyalty from the remaining employees (Northouse, 2007).
Sun Tzu described the ability to overcome an opponent without fighting as the “ultimate
achievement” (Trapp, 2012, p. 17). When deploying a strategy to address conflict, the leader
must focus on the skill set and knowledge base of his/her staff as well as understand the strength
and ability of their opposition. Successfully overcoming an obstacle equates to few resources
being utilized, including time and money, while targeting a specific goal in which the full
application of all resources would have been worth the use. Lengthy conflict equals wasted
resources, and reveals lack of foresight by the leader (Cleary, 1988). Sun Tzu asserted that a
good leader must know when not to engage in conflict (Cleary, 1988). As it applies to the work
environment, clear policies and procedures are essential to addressing conflict and preventing
future issues.
Failure to resolve conflict can be traced back to mismanagement of resources and lack of
preparation (Trapp, 2012). Examples of mismanagement include inability to follow instructions,
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disorganization, undisciplined employees, unaddressed conflict within the workforce, and missed
opportunities, all of which pose vulnerability to goal attainment. Advancing while one is
detached from personal emotion will provide the most benefits. Sun Tzu (2012) advised, “The
general who advances without coveting fame and retreats without fearing disgrace, whose only
thought is to protect his country and do good service for his sovereign, is the jewel of the
kingdom” (Trapp, 2012, p. 67). In short, doing the right thing, although unpopular, will build a
leader’s reputation of being firm and fair.
Theoretical Framework: Transformational Leadership
A broad topic in The Art of War is the effort to create change. In some cases, a conflict
arises by a force imposing change and a force resisting change. This section will focus on
foundation theorists in the study of change and how a leader’s character can compel the
willingness to change from the group identified as needing change. Specifically, in
consideration of Sun Tzu’s articulation of overcoming conflict without fighting, transformational
theorists recognize what qualities a leader should display that minimize conflict and compel
individuals to want to change.
James McGregor Burns initially introduced the concept of transformational leadership (as
cited in Crawford & Dierks, 1992). Burns noted that a leader’s ability to “develop people as
resources . . . moves them to a more satisfactory state of existence than before the leader
[arrived]” (p. 5). He added that central to the transformation occurring is the concept of
“empower[ing] others to think for themselves” (p. 5). According to Burns, previous notions of
leadership “presumed that the leader controls all, but the transformational leader recognizes that
giving up power to a follower empowers them to think[,] which motivates them to excel” (p. 5).
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He asserted that transformation accelerates when groups of people are empowered and moving
toward the same goal. The leader creates an “environment in which the group has the freedom to
exchange ideas” and “gives [the learners] the feeling that they are accomplishing something on
their own,” which furthers their level of satisfaction and commitment to participating (Crawford
& Dierks, 1992, p. 17).
Burns (1978) identified charisma as being a key factor that inspires others to work toward
a shared vision and experience an energized and enthusiastic connection between the leader and
his/her followers (as cited in Benis & Nanus, 1985). A transformational leader is a visionary
who can share colorful ideas in a way that validates the needs of the audience and also builds a
desire to commit to the vision of the leader. Transformational leaders promote the concept of
employees being autonomous while achieving the goals of the organization, which recognizes
the leader’s responsibility to be of the highest ethical caliber and to not cross over into a corrupt
manager who exploits their followers’ feelings of to serve a different purpose (Benis & Nanus,
1985). Burns inferred that trust and transformation are part of the same process, in which the
degree of commitment from the employees hinges on the leader’s credibility to make change
occur.
Burns (as cited in Merriam & Caffarella, 1999) identified four types of transformational
leader qualities: intellectual, reformers, revolutionary, and charismatic. Intellectual leaders tend
to think deeply to challenge the current practices of the organization. Individuals who apply an
intellectual approach are sometimes considered creative outsiders who develop unique methods
of solving ongoing issues. Reformers are transformational leaders who seek change by building
alliances with others who can be helpful in achieving results and, in some cases, bypass a
traditional bureaucratic structure. Revolutionary leaders inspire groups of individuals to bring
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about change on a large scale. Individuals who participate in revolutionary leadership may selfsacrifice for a greater cause. Lastly, charismatic leaders use their personality and charm to
attract a deep commitment from others who believe the leader will satisfy an unfulfilled need
(Merriam & Caffarella, 1999).
Leithwood, Begley, and Cousins (1994) emphasized that the underscoring value of
transformational leadership is to focus the workforce’s attention on problem solving and
improving critical thinking skills to creatively overcome short-and long-term challenges.
Leithwood et al. added that leadership “is grounded not on controlling or coordinating others, but
instead on providing individual support, intellectual stimulation, and personal vision” (as cited in
Stewart, 2006, pp. 15-16).
Merriam and Caffarella (1999) affirmed that transformational leaders identify each
employee under his or her supervision as a path to success. In doing so, such leaders build
relationships with their subordinates, assess how each individual’s skills and talents can have a
unique place in attaining the organization’s goals, and learn what motivates their employee in an
effort to maximize their usefulness. Transformational leaders are able to use communication
skills to understand conflict and use the dispute to channel creative energy to shape short-and
long-term plans to ensure that the matter is appropriately addressed (Merriam & Caffarella,
1999).
Under transformational leadership theory, the goal of the leaders “is not to control the
group” but to influence the outcome by “provid[ing] a positive vision through high ethical
standards” (Crawford & Dierks, 1992, p. 21). Steward (2006) interprets Burns’s ideas of the role
between leadership and employees as “united conceptually . . . [T]he process of leadership is the
interplay of conflict and power” (p. 8). Essential to making transformation possible is the
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leaders’ ability to communicate their vision. “In order to transcend the hierarchal power
structure, the leader must use communication as the tool of creating understanding between
different levels of the social organization” (Crawford & Dierks, 1992, p. 7).
Author Mesut Sagnak (2010) adds, “Transformational leadership has a high moral
development” (p. 1137). Serving from a transformational philosophy, trust is developed with
employees when leaders overlooks their own interests and creates a unique connection with their
employees’ collective interests. The way leaders demonstrate their value system, habits, and
morals determines credibility for the goals set for the organization (Mendoca, 2001). The
leaders’ degree of integrity is what compels employees to follow their direction (Sagnak, 2010).
Comparing Transactional and Transformational Models
Transformational leadership may have the power to encourage employees to want to
change, thereby reducing the need for conflict. Reducing such conflict is the equivalent to Sun
Tzu’s effort to win without fighting. However, to fully appreciate the impact of transformational
leadership, there is value in comparing transformational leadership to transactional leadership,
which may be on the other end of the leadership spectrum.
Stewart (2006) notes that “Burns delineates two basic types of leadership: transactional
and transformational” (p. 8). Transactional leaders have a quid pro quo relationship in which
rewards from the manager are traded for the results from the employee (Stewart, 2006).
Korkmaz (2007) adds that transactional leadership differs from the transformational model in
that management “interferes when things go wrong” (p. 30). In active transactional
management, the leader applies rules to “prevent any wrongdoing, records mistakes and focuses
on deviations from the standards” (p. 30). Opposite of active management, in passive
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management, “the leader does not take any action if any mistakes occur” until the problem
becomes more persistent (as cited in Stewart, 2006, p. 30).
Bass and Avolio (1998) underscore the value in balancing transformational and
transaction styles of leadership, in that transactional leadership focuses on the basic needs of the
organization and transformational leadership focuses on the factors that drive commitment and
satisfaction from the work environment. While influences of Burns, Bass, and Avolio “have
provided the foundation on which to examine current conceptualizations of educational
leadership,” Kenneth Leithwood has been influential in “bridging [their research] into the field of
educational administration” (as cited in Stewart, 2006, pp. 14-15).
Transformational leaders recognize the workplace as a learning environment that offers
opportunities for “understanding, tolerance, motivation, and self-realization” (Korkmaz, 2007, p.
47). In transactional leadership, the basis of the power structure is linked on what one person
receives from the other in the course of the exchange (Stewart, 2006). In contrast, the basis of
the power structure in transformational leadership is linked to a common goal in which all parties
jointly benefit.
According to Avolio, Bass, Berson, and Jung (2003), the simplicity in transactional
leadership philosophy allows itself to be easily applied and measured. While there are several
benefits to transactional leadership, this model leaves a manager vulnerable by potentially
overlooking the larger needs of the employees, who are central to the organization’s operational
success. Transactional leadership has the potential to create a rigid sense of order, which can
leave workers feeling oppressed. Such oppression may limit the free discussion of ideas to
further the operation and/or identify opportunities and threats where the work takes place
(Avolio et al., 2003). Avolio et al. suggest that such transactions hinge on how well a leader
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“clarifies expectations and offers recognition when goals are achieved” (p. 208). Alternatively,
in the case of subpar leadership, some managers avoid action and opt to not respond in the hope
that the problem will resolve itself.
Northouse (2007) recognized that, in a bureaucratic model of management, transactions
take place through a clearly structured hierarchy governed by policies, procedures, and
workplace committees. The leadership is provided from the top down with lower-level managers
dependent on their superiors’ instruction and guidance to operate. In theory, a bureaucratic
model is considered an efficient use of mobilizing transactions. However, in a large public
educational institution with layers of management separated into multiple divisions, a wide range
of goals, and state-mandated policies, a bureaucratic model runs the risk of slowing efficiency,
thereby undercutting the benefits of the model (Northouse, 2007).
Sociologist Jack Mezirow (1997) added that, in the case of transformative learning, most
significant to effecting change in one’s established perspective is the critical reflection of their
life experiences, belief system, and personal convictions. Similar to Burns, Mezirow describes
the process as a changing of assumptions that structures the lens through which individuals
interpret their experiences. According to Mezirow, furthering the transformation process, the
leader must help the employee become “more aware and critical in assessing assumptions—both
those of other and those governing one’s own beliefs, values, judgments, and feelings,”
recognize alternatives to explain causes of problems, and move toward working in a group
setting to focus on solutions instead of focusing on problems (Mezirow, 1997, p. 9). In the
transformation model, leaders are responsible for building confidence in their employees so they
may become more autonomous and creative thinkers who add value to the workplace operation
as responsible thinkers.
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According to Mezirow (1997), “To become meaningful, learning requires that new
information be incorporated by the learner into an already well-developed symbolic frame of
reference, an active process involving thoughts, feelings, and disposition” (p. 10). The quality of
discourse becomes the vehicle for transformation that creates ideas, removes obstacles, and
develops action plans, hence changing workplace circumstances that focus attention on goal
attainment. Further, the emergence of transformational leadership depends in part on the context
in which the leader and followers interact. For example, Bass (1985) argued that
“transformational leadership is more likely to reflect social values and to emerge in times of
distress and change while transactional leadership is more likely to be observed in a well-ordered
society” (Bass, 1985, p. 154).
Similarly to Mezirow (1997), Freire (2000) sees critical reflection as essential to the
transformation process, as individuals confront problems and discuss experiences with others in
an effort to understand their experiences and overcome challenges. Further, Freire views the
transformation model as deepening awareness and finding voice, which results in altering how
experiences change the way individuals perceive their environment and shape their ideas and
opinions. While transactional leaders may be inclined to view such discovery of power as a
threat to managerial control, transformational leaders are likely to find value in such discovery as
a method of incorporating power to improve their operation (Freire, 2000).
According to Freire (2000), power and authority do the thinking, while subordinates only
carry forward the instructions, which dehumanizes subordinates by suppressing their ability to
generate and share their own thoughts. Because human beings have a desire to make meaning
from their experiences (Mezirow, 1997), and a transactional system tends to ignore employees’
voices, such a system thus may create an environment of disgruntled employees who will limit
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their work performance to a minimal level. While a mediocre performance would appear to be a
threat to an employer’s operation, ironically it is also a method of keeping the oppressor in
control. Freire noted that, so long as oppressed employees have been socialized to accept that
they are inferior and dependent on the employer for survival, the oppressor depends on their
silent cooperation. A strict transactional leader may be perceived as forcing employees to work
and think within the parameters set forth by the institution. As a result, oppressed employees use
their experience to reshape assumptions and develop theories or myths to make sense of their
circumstances (Freire, 2000).
While not all transactional leaders are oppressive, Avolio et al. (2003) perceive
transformational leadership as a more flexible style that implements corrective measures when
necessary, but they emphasize that workers and leaders can maximize their roles through
relationship building and communication. According to Avolio et al. (2003), “the pace of change
confronting organizations today has resulted in calls for more adaptive, flexible leadership” (p.
207), which would efficiently identify new needs of the operation, trends in the field, and allow a
creative environment to share new ideas in overcoming obstacles.
Transformative learning is rooted in the way human beings communicate and is a
common learning experience not exclusively concerned with significant personal transformations
(Mezirow, 1997). Rather, as Freire (2000) observed, central to the transformation taking place is
meaningful dialogue. Such processes must have a flat structure, rather than authoritarian and
subordinate, in which each party can communicate without fear in order to overcome challenges.
The goal of such dialogue is to discover a new reality together and to resolve conflicts and dispel
myths that have hindered performance (Mezirow, 1997). Understanding arrives through the
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weighing of evidence and measuring the insight and strength of supporting arguments (Mezirow,
1997).
A workplace leader who creates opportunities for employees to share their ideas,
opinions, and goals is pivotal to the transformation process, as the employees find such dialogue
a reason to challenge their own assumptions, thus changing the lens through which they view
their workplace responsibilities (Mezirow, 1997). While elements of transactional leadership are
necessary, transformational leadership “'help[s] the individual become a more autonomous
thinker by learning to negotiate his or her own values, meanings, and purpose rather than
uncritically acting on those of others” (Mezirow, 1997, p. 11).
As noted above, human beings tend to seek meaning from their experiences (Mezirow
(1997); in regard to the workplace, it is not unusual for employees to tie who they are to what
they do as a profession. The individual process of making an experience meaningful is an
intersection of an individual’s values, goals, and opinions that influence his/her individual
assumptions. These assumptions are likely to shape how individuals respond to their work
environment and willingness to be an active participant in the transformation (Mezirow, 1997).
To summarize, there are benefits and drawbacks from both transformational leadership
and transactional leadership styles. The comparison is relevant to Sun Tzu’s philosophy in that
transformational leadership has an inclination to energize employees to change for the sake of
their subordinates’ own interests. As such, transformational leadership can compel employees to
change in a manner that minimizes conflict, which is key to Sun Tzu’s philosophy.
Alternatively, transactional leadership can be viewed as imposing leaders’ interests onto their
subordinates. Transactional leadership, by its nature, may create conflict. In the upcoming
sections, I will reflect on Sun Tzu’s strategies of preparation for conflict that cannot be avoided.
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Summary
This introduction laid the foundation for the literature review in Chapter 2, by reviewing
a brief overview of the strategies in The Art of War and transformational philosophies applicable
to challenges in managing civil service employees. Specific to the challenges were the lengthy
procedures to separate from the expense of poorly performing employees and the pressing
financial conditions of the state, which funded the public institution. Chapter 2 explores
literature from other researchers and strategic thinkers who articulate the challenges in public
sector civil service employment as well as dissects each of Sun Tzu’s thirteen strategic principles
and shapes the framework for strategic recommendations in later chapters of this study.

CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW

Intersection of The Art of War and Transformational Leadership
A philosophical theme of building relationships, as a method of overcoming barriers,
underscores the tactical application of The Art of War principles. According to Sun Tzu, a
relationship with the leader includes those relationships with the solider, with the ruler (king),
with the community, with the opponent, and—lastly—with the self (Trapp, 2012). The selfinventory of abilities is a recurring theme in producing the best results. Several principles reflect
on the disorder and risks that may result from a leader’s self-deception, willful ignorance, or
overall avoidance of conflict. Because The Art of War (2012) focuses on readiness for and
prevention of conflict, the concept of leading a cultural change has meaningful overlapping
themes with transformational leadership (Trapp, 2012).
Transformational learning is a thinking process that involves creating a new meaning
based on a reflection of personal experiences and behaviors that an individual encounters
(Elkins, 2003). Mezirow and Wiessner (2000) list three phases of the transformational learning
process: “critical reflection on one's assumptions, discourse to validate the critically reflective
insight, and action” (p. 330). The first phase compels the leader to critically reflect on a
problem. The next phase is to collaborate with others to create a meaning-making experience.
The final phase is where action takes place in implementing change. In the last phase, the effort

25
is part of a larger plan to bring about organization transformation that correlates with the style in
which the desired change takes form (Elkins, 2003).
Transformational leadership has been described as a combination of styles that suits the
immediate goals, which include “idealized influence; inspirational motivation; intellectual
stimulation; and individualized consideration” (Doucet, Poitras, & Chenevert, 2009, p. 341).
Idealized influence can be described as a role model for members who emulate the vision of the
organization to lead with purpose. Inspirational leadership generates enthusiasm for the
institution by communicating a shared vision. Intellectual leadership thinks critically, challenges
the status quo, and pushes the boundaries to generate creative solutions. Individualized
consideration takes place when the leader is receptive to the needs of the individual and serves as
a mentor by empowering individuals to eventually lead themselves (Doucet et al., 2009).
The framework presented by Sun Tzu neatly organizes transformational processes and
styles into a list of thirteen principles (Trapp, 2012). These principles are expected to provide
the leader a strategic advantage in combat through self-evaluation, preparedness, and action.
Each principle has a philosophical foundation supported by practical application when used
together. The underlying theme of The Art of War is a fluid transformation in which
organizational strategies are tailored to recognize and overcome specific challenges. The
principles and brief description are
1. Planning: Determining the readiness for conflict,
2. Waging War: Taking decisive action,
3. Strategic Offenses: Overcoming conflict without fighting,
4. Deployment: Defense by understanding self-deficiencies,
5. Momentum: Bringing order to chaos,
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6. Substantial and Unsubstantial: Identifying opportunities through disciplined study of
environment, strengths, and weaknesses,
7. Maneuvering: Engaging with conflict,
8. Nine Variables: Tactical fluid use of strategies based on circumstances,
9. On the March: Moving the forces through clear understanding of terrain within
context of finding a strategic advantage,
10. Situational Positioning: Clear view of endgame,
11. Terrains: Study of variations of obstacles and conflicts,
12. Proceed by Fire: Preparing for action,
13. Intelligence: Foreknowledge and collection of information (Trapp, 2012).
The following sections in this chapter will analyze each of the thirteen principles of The Art of
War (2012) as it relates to literature from other studies of transformational leadership.
Principle 1. Planning: Determining the Readiness for Conflict
Sun Tzu explains in the first principle of planning that war is the result of unresolved
disputes in which conflict results from the decision to engage with the conflicting party (Trapp,
2012). However, prior to the act of engagement, Sun Tzu warns that the leader must first
remember that victory is a natural result of preparation and consider whether a battle is worth the
loss of resources. More important than overcoming an opponent is overcoming an opponent
quickly. Lengthy disputes have an adverse effect in which resources risk being depleted faster
than they are replenished, the organization is vulnerable to attacks by other joining forces,
support from stakeholders fades, and the troops’ will to fight begins to diminish. To determine if
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a leader has what it takes to quickly win, he or she must take a critical self-inventory of
resources, the leader’s ability to lead, and the subordinates’ ability to be led (Trapp, 2012).
Prior to making any changes, an employer must determine if his/her manager’s method of
leading is fulfilling his/her duty to support the vision of the organization. Managers who are not
prepared and/or not willing to respond to workplace issues metaphorically hand over control of
the workplace to the problem employees. Gruenert and Whitaker (2015) recognized that “The
culture of any organization is shaped by [the] worst behavior that the leader is willing to tolerate”
(p. 36). When the leadership does not train employees to meet workplace standards, the
employees, in turn, train the manager to create an acceptance of their subpar performance.
Montana and Charnov (2008) classify three types of managers. The first type, and the
type most applicable to the problem statement of this research, is the “problem avoider,” which
is a type of management with a relaxed style that tends to ignore conflict as a method of
maintaining the status quo of an organization so as not to upset factions of the workforce (p. 96).
As a result, the avoider is not a proponent of change and is often considered the least effective
style of leadership during times of organizational turbulence. When faced with conflict, the
avoider may be inclined to meet with individuals informally to ease an issue. However, the
avoider’s goal is not to fix the problem but instead to minimize the intensity of the matter
(Montana & Charnov, 2008).
The second type of manager, and the most recognizable style of leadership, is the
“problem solver” (Montana & Charnov, 2008, p. 96). This type of manager is likely to respond
as conflict surfaces in a transactional setting. A solver is likely to embrace the likelihood of
conflict as a natural occurrence that is a risk of conducting business. Although a problem solver
is effective in correcting issues, which is necessary for transformation in the workplace, the
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problem solver may be focused on reacting to how the employees involved in the conflict
responded, but may be less committed to preventing actual problems. As a result, the problems
in need of fixing are vulnerable to continued disruptions when the underlying issues are not
resolved (Montana & Charnov, 2008).
Lastly, the “problem seeker” is the most effective change agent; this manager’s priority is
to identify and correct the root cause of the issue instead of the employees engaged in the
conflict (Montana & Charnov, 2008, p. 97). Additionally, the problem seeker is most closely
aligned with the transformational leadership model. Problem seekers are likely to focus attention
on overlapping data, behavioral patterns, and trends that can forecast problems, and draft policy
to prevent the issues from surfacing. Driving problem seekers are efforts to avoid issues from
forming and/or resolving a problem before it grows into a larger issue. Likewise, a problem
seeker prepares the organization for conflict and concentrates on streamlining solutions with
organizational goals (Montana & Charnov, 2008).
Consistent with the problem-seeker type of leadership, Greene (1998) observed that such
a style is a bold approach to forecasting and fixing problems before they develop into an
unmanageable conflict. The act of being bold instills confidence in the workforce that the leader
knows what to do and is willing to make decisions for the benefit of the organization.
Alternatively, timid leaders who agonize over decisions and hesitate to take action may lose their
employees’ enthusiasm and support (Montana & Charnov, 2008). The display of uncertainty can
divide a workforce and compel other alpha personalities to challenge the leadership, which can
create disarray. Bold action inspires others to comply, especially when the action is in line with
the goals of the individuals within the organization (Greene, 1998). Such deliberate managerial
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action demonstrates the leader’s commitment to decisions and his/her willingness to be a change
agent (Greene, 1998).
Jennifer George and Leo Jones (2005, as cited in De Dreu, 2008, p. 5) noted that “the
current view of` conflict … is that, although unavoidable, it can often increase organizational
performance if it is carefully managed and negotiated.” Conflict has been linked to learning, to
higher levels of creativity and innovation, to improved quality of group decision-making, and to
increased overall team effectiveness. In some cases, conflict can be good, as it has the effect of
deepening understanding of different perspectives, elevating creativity, and providing new
options to old problems (De Dreu, 2008, p. 5).
Workplace conflict emerges when one party (either an individual or a group of
individuals) perceives goals, values, or opinions being thwarted by an interdependent counterpart
(De Dreu, 2008). In some cases, the dispute may have some positive functions when conflicts
are task related rather than related to an individual’s ideology (values, religion, politics) and are
of moderate intensity. Further, conflict can be healthy when team members involved in conflict
examine alternatives to decisions as a way of determining maximum opportunity or the conflict
takes place in a safe and trustworthy environment (De Dreu, 2008). Being prepared for conflict
requires discipline to mentally work through a variety of scenarios and to check skill sets for
every possibility. Preparedness and forecasting have the benefit of keeping the mind sharp for
unexpected challenges (Cleary, 1998).
Principle 2. Waging War: Taking Decisive Action
Sun Tzu explained how unprepared leadership leads to the risk of indecision and/or the
decision to enter conflict unprepared (Trapp, 2012). Indecision is a symptom of poor planning,
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lack of overall readiness, and ego-driven decisions by a leader who may be willing to waste
resources to disguise weaknesses as strengths. War is expected to be an immediate effort to
determine the outcome of a conflict. Furthermore, war is the acceptance of risks in exchange for
certain victory. Because overcoming is the reward, the longer a conflict exists, the greater the
risk of losing resources such as time, money, energy of the subordinates, and support of the
public (Trapp, 2012). In addition to an uncertain outcome, troops are likely to lose confidence in
their leader, which may lead to a collapse of the organization (Trapp, 2012).
Because conflict is rarely resolved on its own, but instead is postponed, forecasting and
early detection of problems is necessary to issue swift and decisive action (Trapp, 2012).
Allowing problems to fester has the equivalence of fostering their growth, which usually
distracts from goals and divides the workforce into weaker segments. Sun Tzu refers to decisive
action as waging war, which promotes intolerance toward behavior that places goal attainment at
risk (Cleary, 1988). Recognizing the harm a subversive member can cause to the morale and
energy of the group tasked to achieve specific results; Sun Tzu recommends a speedy response to
prevent other group members from being distracted from their purpose as well as creating an
opportunity to rehabilitate the member before he/she causes additional harm (Trapp, 2012).
According to Niccolo Machiavelli, author of The Prince, a leader must be decisive and
direct. To effectively lead people, the leader must make decisions that garner respect from the
group that he or she is leading. In this respect, the leader’s authority is reflective of the needs of
the people. Applying this concept to the workplace, the manager’s visible action to capitalize on
opportunities and minimize threats, which includes separating from problem employees, is in the
interest of the entire organization by demonstrating his/her authority and responsibility. In cases
in which a manager either neglects the option to issue corrective action when a matter warrants
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such, disorder in the workplace may occur and create an environment of tolerance for poor
performers. Such tolerance has the potential to develop a sense of entitlement that promotes the
belief by problem employees that there are no consequences for their behavior or performance
(Cleary, 1988).
Successful leaders “are judged by sustained success” (Cohen & Tichy 1997, p. 5). Bass
and Avolio (2016) added, “How leaders react to problems, resolve crises, [and] reward and
punish followers are all relevant to an organization's culture as well as how the leader is viewed
both internally by followers and externally by clients/customers” (p. 113). Successful leaders
face reality, and they make decisions about people, products, businesses, customers, and
suppliers. Leaders “… don’t waffle. And they are willing to make decisions with imperfect
data” (Cohen & Tichy, 1997, p. 11). Most critical learning about leadership occurs as the
conflict is happening. Managers who avoid workplace conflicts are best positioned to be
confronted (Cohen & Tichy, 1997).
In Conflict Management, Prevention, and Resolution in Medical Settings, Andrews
(1999) asserts, “It is a shameful secret that nearly every health care administrator and almost all
hospital staff can recall delays or inadequacies in patient care caused by a provider refusing to
consult the “on call” physician or group for a problem outside of their area of expertise because
of some unresolved past conflict between the physicians” (p. 38). Further, Andrews adds that the
unwillingness to “manage conflict can be directly hazardous to our own personal and
professional well-being, as well as that of our patients and institution” (p. 40).
Failure to confront and manage conflict can have serious consequences (Andrews, 1999).
For example, an anonymous interviewee in a hospital setting stated,
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Physician executives generally lack formal training in conflict management. So
typically, as administrators… we do our best under the most trying circumstances and
sometimes are successful at calming the waters—for a time. But the toll on our
organizations and ourselves, in terms of spectacularly unproductive time, unsatisfactory
or only temporary resolutions, continuing or even escalating ill-will, and deteriorating
public and staff relations[,] is often significant in both monetary terms and in human
costs. (p. 40)
Ignoring conflict has very specific costs, such as “individual health and well-being, and
group and organization-level stress” (De Dreu, 2008, p 12). Time of task is the collateral
damage of unnecessarily sub-optimal coordination. “Workplace conflicts require time and other
resources that cannot be used to perform concurrent tasks, to attend to customers, and to pursue
transitory business opportunities” (De Dreu, 2008, p. 12).
Thinking like a leader requires an individual to resist thinking like a powerless victim who
has been forced to accept a range of problems (Newman & Chaharbaghi, 2000). The leader must
continuously think of creative methods to confront conflicts as they arise. An astute leader can
identify elements of conflict as they develop and intervene before problems surface. According to
Sun Tzu, wars can be won without engaging in combat, which underscores the value of being
engaged with circumstances to prevent conflict from occurring (Cleary, 1998).

Principle 3. Strategic Offenses: Overcoming Without Fighting
Principle 3 of The Art of War, as well as a recurring theme throughout the book, is the
concept of conflict prevention. Sun Tzu explains that in combat, resources are lost—including
lives (Cleary, 1988). While resources can be replenished, loss of lives is a moral challenge, as
we observe that with victory may come loss. Throughout The Art of War, Sun Tzu referred to
entering war as a last resort. As an alternative to combat, a leader’s effort toward the prevention
of conflict is a preferred, as it results in in the preservation of resources. A leader must visualize
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where conflict is at the greatest risk of causing the most damage, which is from within their
organization (Cleary, 1988).
In the spirit of the adage that “the best way to manage conflict is to prevent it,” a clear
policy can deter issues before they become visible (Andrews, 1999, p. 40). A “collaboratively
developed… self-enforcing … ‘principles of practice’ can provide [employees] with guidance
and standards against which to measure their own behavior and that of their peers” (p. 40). In
such cases, the system of self-governance is equipped with clear automatic sanctions (Andrews,
1999).
Researcher Juan Fernandez (2004) recognized that identifying conflict to be prevented
includes surveying the needs of the group and including their collective interests as part of the
organizational vision to achieve a harmonious relationship. In this regard, when the group is
supporting the leader’s vision it is simultaneously working toward achieving its own goals. The
assimilation of ideas with the overarching needs of the group assists in cultivating a uniform
approach to workplace rules and expectations. An internal focus composed of shared ideas and
interest allows group members of different perspectives (including conflicting opinions) to work
toward attaining a specific objective. To further the efforts of the leadership, a self-inventory of
what the organization does well is necessary to determine its competitive advantage. Examples
of an advantage that is unique may include the creative energy from the leadership and group
members, everyone’s commitment to goal attainment, and leadership’s ability to identify new
opportunities (Fernandez, 2004).
Transformational leaders underscore “the importance of values associated with desired
outcomes in ways that are most easily understood by followers, while also raising performance
expectations for group members” (Jung & Sosik, 2002, p. 316). A shared vision may increase
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group cohesiveness and overall individual compliance. Having a visible goal is essential to
focusing everyone’s attention and energy on their purpose as an organization (Manz & Sims,
1991). However, “goal setting is a learned behavior[;] that is, it is a skill or sequence of actions
that an employee can develop over a period of time, not an innate behavior that every new
employee brings to the job” (p. 26). An essential feature of the goal-setting process is
“facilitating positive self-expectation in subordinates” (p. 27). When leaders engage in the
process, they support an organizational cultural change and shift expectations away from efforts
to maintaining the existing culture. When leaders take “personal responsibility” through
clarification of goals and prevention of problems with policies, while doing so with the support
of the subordinates, the members of the organization are positioned to reach their full potential
(Bass & Avolio, 2016, p. 113).
When a leader with a shared vision governs people, the unity of the people behind the
leader serves as an invaluable and reliable resource (Cohen & Tichy, 1997). Central to the need
to build alliances with the people the leader manages is the effort to be among them (Trapp,
2012). Especially when the organization has new members, employees may be seeking approval
of the leadership and are more inclined than seasoned employees to adopt the leadership’s high
expectations and values as their own (Manz & Sims, 1991). Successful organizations have
leaders who can articulate expectations and shape organizational culture around their operational
goals (Cohen & Tichy, 1997).
Principle 4. Defense: Understanding Self-Deficiencies
Sun Tzu theorized that a leader who has a clear understanding of his group’s skill set and
a clear understanding of the obstacle is victorious before he engages with the conflict (Trapp,
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2012). However, a leader who rests on his laurels, as to “have it in your hands to place yourself
beyond defeat, you cannot, of yourself, bring about the defeat of your enemy,” may be
vulnerable to complacency (p. 23). Having well-tuned resources, superior skill, and intelligent
advisors is useless if the expectation is to wait for the conflict to arrive. In such a scenario, in
which a leader is on the defense instead of the offense, he risks survival if he is constantly the
subject of an opponent’s attack. Alternatively, a leader stations herself to be where the conflict
develops, positions herself to disrupt the assembly of conflict, and stifles the formation of
subversive efforts (Trapp, 2012).
Machiavelli (2007) asserted that a visible leader is one who leaves the comfort of his/her
surroundings to be among his/her members to better assist in the understanding of their needs,
gain their trust, and increase his/her influence. In addition, the leader can collect information
about where the strengths, weaknesses, opportunity, and threats are developing. The presence of
the leader reminds the members that order is expected and that a swift response is positioned to
take place if necessary. A leader who spends too much time away from his people runs the risk
of being disconnected, despised, and having difficulty governing by not being aware of the issues
and interests of the group (Machiavelli, 2007).
Further, leaders must continuously build their visibility through reputation, taking on
respectable projects, addressing major concerns, identifying the interests of their people, and
studying the conditions of their environment to better forecast potential issues (Cleary, 1988).
Circumstances arise in which the leader must know when and how to change plans (Machiavelli,
2007). It is necessary for a leader to recognize patterns of a problem and draw from past
experiences and new information to develop a response tailored to the specific problem (Cleary,
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1988). However, a leader who uses an identical one-size-fits-all solution runs the risk of being
predictable, vulnerable, and unsuccessful (Cleary, 1988).
A successful leader must also be aware of vulnerabilities within her ranks and accept that
she cannot fully rely on others (Machiavelli, 2007). In the worst-case scenario, the leader who
defers visibility and authority to others has increased the possibility of sabotage by a trusted
source and, in reality, is a leader in name only. Hence, visibility among subordinates increases
the likelihood of order within the organization, fully engages the leader with the resources, keeps
the organization focused on the goals, and disrupts ill intentions by subordinates. In doing so, the
leader inspires confidence that he/she is available and is among hihers people while at the same
time preventing disorder (Machiavelli, 2007).
The visibility of leaders as holding themselves to their own expectations that they have of
others in the workforce places them in high regard by their subordinates and is essential to be a
legitimate transformational leader (Armstrong, 2001). It could be “discouraging for an
[individual] to discover that a [leader’s] lifestyle is contrary to [the group’s] standards” (p. 46).
For example, Navy SEAL (SEa, Air, & Land) Trainer Smith, in his fifties, participated in the
same physical training as the SEAL candidates in their twenties (Cohen & Tichy, 1997). At the
end of the day, he talked informally with them as someone who has been where they are, to
impress on them the leadership duties of becoming a SEAL (Cohen & Tichy, 1997). His
visibility instills confidence in his subordinates and becomes their motivation to do more.
Newman and Chaharbaghi (2000) suggested that the way a leader views himself and the
way that subordinates view the leader are central to achieving desired results. Leaders must be
critical of their identity and stress the importance of finding their own identity versus duplicating
identity of other leaders. The identity of the leader, as well as the group, will benefit from
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continuously challenging the traditions of the group to avoid the complacency that creates
vulnerabilities. Especially during times in which there is no apparent crisis, leaders must take
the opportunity to seek, review, and refine practices and plans. Leaders are constructed by how
they view themselves, how others (particularly the subordinates) see them as the leader, and how
the leaders have fared against previous obstacles (Newman & Chaharbaghi, 2000).
Greene (1998) posits that perceptions have the tendency to become people’s reality. The
way the workforce views its leader can affect the sustainability of an organization. Reputation
has the power to influence the way people receive a leader’s management style. A leader’s good
reputation promotes compliance and respect from the workplace. A bad reputation inspires
doubt, cynicism, and disorder (Greene, 1998).
Behaviors and traits of the transformational leader include the need for recognition of
authority, ability to communicate goals, intelligence, and consideration for others (Landrum,
Howell, & Paris, 1999). Such a leadership style has the effect of motivating subordinates, gains
commitment and compliance from others, overhauls the culture of an organization as
subordinates feel they are being treated as individuals, and helps individuals see problems from a
different angle and think about how their contribution affects the whole (Landrum et. al., 1999).
Machiavelli (2007) underscored that the visibility and availability of a leader, to his/her
subordinates, is necessary to prevent conflict and gain an awareness of changes in the
organizational culture. He described that a prince is in a unique place in the power structure in
that, because he is not a king, he may be detached from the people that he is governing.
Likewise, he is not a member of the general population; he is detached from the responsibility to
govern. However, the prince is nobility to the king and the closest to nobility that is directly
available to the general population. In this exclusive role, the prince can speak the language of
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royalty, while being able to serve as a diplomat to the everyday citizens. As applied to modern
management, a leader who is available to her subordinates is expected to cultivate relationships
that position the success of the leader’s effort. The leader is tasked to identify obstacles, which
include undesirable qualities in the subordinates who are compensated to serve the interests of
the organization (Machiavelli, 2007).
Principle 5. Momentum: Bringing Order to Chaos
Momentum is not the result of a single person, but instead it is the result of the group’s
skills coming together at the same time (Trapp, 2012). Sun Tzu compared the potential of
momentum to a boulder which lies flat on level ground (as cited in Trapp). However, when the
boulder is tipped at the right slope and under favorable conditions, the boulder generates energy
to propel itself. Similarly, when leaders and subordinates buy into the same values and share
their skill sets to contribute to a shared vision, the momentum created becomes a powerful force
(Trapp, 2012).
Jim Collins, author of From Good to Great, (2001), added that organizational
transformation occurs through a building up of efforts throughout the entire workforce culture at
each level of the institution. Dynamic change does not occur from a single event; the buy-in and
momentum create the effect of a stone rolling downhill in which the force is gradual and
consistent based on the slope. While it may be difficult to identify a specific point at which the
momentum increases, it is easy to recognize barriers that slow or stop the progress. Such barriers
include poor attitudes, lack of commitment, and refusal to change (Collins, 2001).
Collins (2001) asserted that organizations embark on greatness by confronting their truth
in terms of areas of the institution that need the most change. To understand the areas in need of
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the most transformation, the organization must adopt a culture that is open to listening to the
workforce. Central to achieving peak performance is hiring the right people with the right
attitude who focus attention on aligning the performance of each area of the institution to the
goals set forth by the leadership. While motivating the staff is important, hiring self-starters is
key to sustainability. The effort, in such a case, is to not demotivate high performers with lack of
recognition, scarce advancement opportunities, and unachievable goals (Collins, 2001).
Fernandez (2004) described keys to building organizational momentum as four pillars,
which include shared vision, adaptability to conditions, clear communication channels, and able
leadership. Essentially, the group must believe in the goals of the organization as presented by
the leader and that the leader is capable of steering the group in the direction that will yield a
successful outcome. The path to creating a harmonious trusting relationship with the leader is
largely dependent on the example and character set forth by their leadership (Fernandez, 2004).
An effective way to spark energy within the workforce is to have existing leaders build
on each other’s skills through exposure to new ideas and experiences (Cohen & Tichy, 1997).
When a leader engages other people by articulating his experiences, the stories connect to the
experiences of others on a cognitive and, possibly, emotional level, further deepening their
appreciation for the experiences of others, and by intellectually personalizing a message, it has
the potential to intersect with their core values (Cohen & Tichy, 1997). The connection between
the leader and her subordinates will determine the degree of success achieved (Newman and
Chaharbaghi, 2000).
Leaders must be able to treat and think of subordinates as stakeholders with a special
interest in developing the values of the organization (Cohen & Tichy, 1997). According to
Burns (1978, as cited in Steward, 2006), leadership must be aligned with a collective purpose,
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and effective leaders must be judged by their ability to make social changes. Strong cohesiveness
within the organization can give individuals a sense of commitment that compels them to “direct
their efforts to materialize their common goals” (Jung & Sosik, 2002, p. 318). Being on a
successful cohesive team “is much more satisfying than being average. It’s certainly important
… to be among winners” (Cohen & Tichy, p 19).
Principle 6. Strengths and Weaknesses
According to Sun Tzu, a strategic leader is capable of taking control of a situation, and
seeks an advantage regardless of the circumstances (Trapp, 2012). The leader is aware of his
surroundings and can identify the patterns leading to conflict before the conflict occurs. This
awareness compels the leader to be ready when the conflict reveals itself and use his skills to
control the pace of the response until he is ready to seize an advantage. Principle 6 narrows
down the effort to being prepared by identifying deficiencies and recognizing the necessary
investment in his people’s skills and ability, which could make the difference between life and
death in combat—or success and failure in the workplace (Trapp, 2012).
Collins (2001) added that a significant factor in success is identifying where the
organization has the most talent and potential and building on those areas. Consistency is easier
to achieve when the goals are straightforward and simple for the workforce to understand and
apply their efforts. Building organizational discipline includes identifying institutional habits
that do not relate to or support the vision of the organization and to concentrate resources on
areas in which the organization can excel (Collins, 2001).
Collins (2001) echoed that having the right vision and the wrong employees will not
achieve sustainable successes. Adding to the problem is not acting immediately to separate poor
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performers from the workforce. Continuous efforts to change an employee who is decidedly
unwilling to conform can drain resources, including other good employees. Star performers are
burdened by having to compensate for the inadequacies of poor performers largely due to the
fault of leaders who are unwilling to take decisive action on subpar employees. The concept that
the workforce is an asset has some flaws. The right people in the right positions are assets to the
organization, whereas the wrong people in the wrong positions are a liability (Collins, 2001).
Kline (2016) added that high-performing leaders are likely to engage in challenges that
will match their level of ability and continuously rise to the challenge level until they are
comfortable that a successful outcome is possible. Challenge-seeking behavior raises the energy
level of the followers, as they are compelled to raise the bar. Such conduct results in a highly
motivated group of followers focused on reaching new heights. Top performers tend to seek
recognition for their abilities. When recognition is not made, the organization risks the
likelihood of them looking for other employment, becoming disconnected, or developing a
resentful attitude toward the employer (Kline, 2016).
High-performing organizations are distinguished from unsuccessful ones by their
extraordinary ability to correct areas that need improvement and to build on an existing talent
(Cohen & Tichy, 1997). A key part of the developmental process is identifying the standout
performers within the organization (Kline, 2016). Employees who have the “x-factor” are selfstart starters, ambitious, have an intuition for timing of a situation, and are able to get a quick
read on a situation (Kline, 2016, p 25). Superstar employees come to be surrounded by strong
people, self-leaders in their own right who pursue exceptional achievement because they love to
(Manz, & Sims, 1991). High-potential employees are looking for opportunities to prove their
worth, to take on more responsibility, and to contribute at a high level to organizational success.
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If high potentials feel like they are not being challenged or are not given enough opportunity to
improve and expand on their skill sets, they likely will not remain at an organization for very
long (Kline, 2016).
Considering there is no strategic value in allowing a subpar employee to continue with
their deficiencies, “tough love feedback is crucial” (Cohen & Tichy, 1997, p. 19). An effective
leader can “turn every interaction with their people into a learning and teaching event” (p. 5). A
transformational leader takes the time to develop employees, which has the impact of increasing
an individual’s self-confidence, motivation, and goal attainment (Jung & Sosik, 2002).
The ability for a leader to help employees lead themselves is central to transformational
leadership, in that individuals can independently think critically of how their skills can address a
situation and identify new knowledge that they could obtain to further contribute to the
organization (Jung & Sosik, 2002). The degree of success may hinge on the level of mentoring
available from the transformational leadership, which includes allowing employees the
opportunity to experience meaningful work projects as well as learning from other seasoned
professionals in the field (Jung & Sosik). Such leadership has the effect of “produc[ing] a
motivation and psychological commitment that energizes employees to greater and greater
achievements” (Manz & Sims, 1991, p. 32).
Superior organizational excellence is dependent on a transformational leadership system
that engages with employees to match the best performers for the situation. Gaining an
employee’s “compliance is not enough” (Manz & Sims, 1991, p 34). To attract and maintain
commitment from high performers, a significant amount of effort needs to be placed in coaching,
training, and rewarding employees (Kline, 2016). Likewise, regular feedback and attention to
employee concerns are essential for an employee to feel like a meaningful part of the
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organization. Institutions that are serious about “attracting, retaining and developing highquality talent need to view themselves as growth platforms for talent where people can develop
themselves faster than they could elsewhere” (p 27). Kline (2016) suggests, “Rock star
employees make rock star organizations; an organization is only as good as its best talent” (p.
28).
Principle 7. Maneuvering and Engaging with Conflict
In principle seven, Sun Tzu described the actual interaction with conflict in which the
leader is expected to have a full understanding of the terrain and conditions before marshaling
troops into harm’s way (Trapp, 2012). The decision to proceed or retreat can have significant
consequences if there is a miscalculation in planning. To reduce errors in planning and to gain
an advantage of the landscape, the leader is better positioned by surrounding himself with
advisors (Trapp, 2012).
Greene (2006) suggested that presence of mind during conflict is the ability to separate
oneself from the natural spike in emotions and focus all of one’s attention on the conflict with a
clear train of thought. Training the mind to be focused on the present will require practice in
exposure to conflict and overcoming fear. Fear can paralyze action and disrupt one’s overall
management effectiveness during conflict. Anxiety can cause one’s imagination to accelerate,
which creates an environment for unreasonable distress. Conditioning the mind to embrace
conflict is expected to increase confidence and mental toughness so that the mind will not spiral
when confronting a crisis (Greene, 2006). One way to ease the burden of overcoming fear is to
seek advice from others.
Machiavelli (2007) clarified that a leader demonstrates strength and intelligence by the
advisors that he/she selects. There is value in gaining the insight of an expert in a field outside of
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a leader’s comfort zone who will further expand an individual’s leadership. A group of skilled
advisors can counsel a leader to forecast upcoming challenges, think through strategies, and
expand the leader’s creative boundaries. Alternatively, being surrounded by flatterers who only
want to please will limit a leader’s ability, or—worse—put his/her leadership and reputation at
risk. An advisor worthy of providing counsel is one who puts the needs of the organization
above the needs of the individual leader. The leader must think critically about what advice to
accept and to reject (Machiavelli, 2007).
For example, Sai On Ko (2003) argued that a leader who proceeds by a democracy of his
advisors transfers his power and authority to his counsel. Decision by a committee, or
groupthink, is defined as a democratic process of individuals prior to moving forward. In some
cases, the practice tends to lead to red tape that can interfere with swift action. Additionally, in
some cases, not all members of the group are well versed, unlike the expectation of the
individual assigned to oversee a project. The decision-making process may yield subpar results
in cases in which a group member feels pressured to conform to the majority of the group or has
a reasonable belief that, by not conforming to the group, he may experience retaliation by fellow
members. Retaliation may include exclusion from future advising on other matters and/or
refusal by the group to support ideas of the members who pose objections to previous efforts (Sai
On Ko, 2003).
Sai On Ko (2003) further recognized group thinking as a barrier to effective management,
although it is often the stereotype of public institutions. Supporters of consensus may argue the
benefits—such as ensuring fairness, transparency, and consideration of all options through the
use of committees. The counter-arguments include the following: decisions made by individuals
who are not active in the day-to-day operation are at risk of making an uninformed decision,
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decisions may not work, decisions may create new problems, and/or members consent to ideas
based on social or political norms or personal agendas of the individuals within the group instead
of rational discussion of available information. Additionally, there may be a perceived
reduction of personal risk when a bad decision is shared by committee members versus the
leader. Holding a decision maker accountable may be more challenging in a group setting,
especially in a large group setting, in which an individual member can deflect blame by arguing
that the decision came from a majority of the other group members. As a result, the “group
think” effort may be described as a “roadblock to effective” management (Sai On Ko, 2003, p.
210).
Advisement to success can come from many forms. In some cases, it may be from other
managers, but a valuable place to seek advisement is from the subordinates where the work takes
place (Cohen & Tichy, 1997). For example, retired Chicago Bulls Coach Phil Jackson realized
that there was very little he could teach a superstar like Michael Jordon about playing basketball;
instead, he worked with Jordan to build up other players. In this example, Jordan advised
Jackson on team decisions in which both the coach and player had a vested interest in the
outcome. As a result, Jordan was not only the team’s top performer, but also a key consultant in
raising the level of the entire team (Cohen & Tichy, 1997).
Researcher Scott Armstrong (2001) suggested accepting feedback from subordinates
provides an opportunity for leaders to fine-tune their ability to better lead their team. Such
communication has the effect of improved performance of the group and an increased level of
commitment and respect between the leader and the subordinate. The exchange furthers the
relationship in which the employees are contributing to the organization’s success as an
extension of the management. The management is then viewed as capable of transforming the
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organizational culture and worthy of being followed (Armstrong, 2001). A transformational
leader can measure his/her success by the number of successful leaders that she has produced
(Cohen & Tichy, 1997).
Principle 8: Variations in Tactics
As conflict takes shape, an unprepared manager may continuously find himself in a
defensive position fighting against opposition on the opponent’s terms (Trapp, 2012). Sun Tzu
states that a leader who is able to recognize his vulnerabilities as a leader and as an organization
is more fluid and better positioned to preempt conflict and overcome unforeseen challenges (as
cited in Trapp). In an environment such as the workplace, in which conflict may occur at a rapid
pace, a leader who makes training for his managers and staff a priority is better suited to
successfully overcome organizational challenges over the long term. Ongoing active efforts to
train managers in areas that are trending topics or are intended to correct deficiencies can be
especially transformative, versus training that confirms the managers’ existing skill set (Trapp,
2012).
Sun Tzu raised awareness of self-inflicted weaknesses that raise the risk of disruption to
success, which includes reckless decisions made with incomplete information, fear of change,
instability that interferes with good relations with the group, and sensitivity to criticism, which
creates a roadblock for success (as cited in Cleary, 1998). Tolerance for subpar performance or
misconduct likewise promotes disorder, which stifles progress. To balance the characteristics of
a successful leader, qualities that managers should strive to adopt include integrity, which is vital
to building trust and confidence; courage to make difficult decisions; kindness that considers the
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well-being of their group members; self-discipline, which serves as the role model for
subordinates; and lastly, prudence through foresight and fluidity with change (Cleary, 1988).
A workplace leader is likely to intersect with conflict in a few different ways (Doucet et
al., 2009). First, the manager’s style may be the cause of the conflict in which a leader may
apply “avoidance, confrontation, [or] collaboration,” which may impact the outcome (p. 340).
Alternatively, a leader may intercept conflict between parties and serve as a referee to get
conflicting parties past their obstacles and prevent resentment and hostility. Finally, a leader can
also have a systematic influence, such as policy development, which defers parties to the
prevailing rule. However, the rule may also be cause of conflict if it is either perceived as unfair
or unclear (Doucet et. al., 2009).
Conflict is a natural occurrence in human interactions; however, focusing on a shared
vision is intended to reduce workplace disputes (Doucet et. al., 2009). Transformational leaders
serve as examples of such vision by articulating the potential gains by cooperating versus
holding firm positions. When the leader inspires and equips subordinates to lead themselves, the
power can be evenly distributed amongst the staff (Manz & Sims, 1991). In doing so, the leader
is guiding employees to make meaning contributions to the organization as the success becomes
part of their identity (Manz, & Sims, 1991).
Encouragement by the leader to “exercise initiative, take on responsibility, and to use
self-leadership strategies in an effective way to lead themselves” (Manz & Sims, 1991, p. 31).
Rewarding employees can be a meaningful method of encouragement that demonstrates
appreciation and recognizes their contributions. Recognition has the meaningful effect of
developing “a sense of competence, a sense of self-control, and a sense of purpose,” (p 24).
Such encouragement can be a method of stimulating competitiveness within the group to
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improve as individuals, which has the impact of strengthening the group’s overall ability
(Armstrong, 2001). Public praise and awards can be a “powerful motivating force for others to
initiate self-leader-ship actions” (Manz & Sims, p. 25). The combination of encouragement and
training are effective methods of generating interest to change and gradually shifting employees
from dependence to independent self-leadership (Manz & Sims, 1991).
Organizations that experience long-term success do so because they are capable of
energizing employees at every level as well as reinventing “cultures, competencies, and tools at
critical times” (Cohen. & Tichy, 1997, p. 7). According to Kline (2016), essential to an
organization’s ability to transform to meet the changing needs of the environment is investing in
human capital. As top-performing employees are driven to new challenges, organizations that do
not offer such opportunities are at risk of losing their most assertive talent. On the other hand,
mediocre employees are likely to stay with an organization for a long period of time when they
are not being challenged. In such cases, investment in human capital is necessary to continue
energizing the most talented employees and keep low performers on task. While mediocre
employees may not be desired to lead an organization, it is the leadership’s responsibility to
ensure that they have the skills necessary to serve in their role (Kline, 2016).
Employees who gain skills and education are an asset to an organization in which the
employee is capable of working without oversight and his/her performance and output is an
extension of his/her experience and care (Mladkova, 2012). The flexibility of an autonomous
employee to express his/her creativity adds value to the work environment as he/she is able to
think of new ways to work, problem solve, and make sense of their experiences. Jung and Sosik
(2002) identified that “transformational leaders recognize followers’ needs and desires and
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clarify how those needs and desires will be met in exchange for enactment of the followers’ work
role” (Jung & Sosik, 2002, p. 316).
“Competencies are measurable human capabilities” that are essential to effective and
meaningful change in the workplace, according to Elkins (2003, p. 356). Organizational leaders
are leaning toward competency-based models as a method of identifying barriers in their
operations and driving efforts to create autonomous, self-directed leaders in every level of the
institution (Elkins, 2003). As organizations devote more attention to competency, they are better
positioned to increase focus on their competitive edge (Landrum et al., 1999). Institutional
complacency has the potential to lead the workforce to become lazy and uninspired, which may
result in a downward spiral of performance and overall competence. Such a slide in expectations
creates vulnerability of an organization to be threatened by a competitor (Landrum, et. al., 1999).
The key to success and longevity of the Ford car company, which was founded in 1906, is its
commitment to perform better and faster than their competitor (Elkins, 2003). To do so requires
each employee to be a contributor to the solutions prior to the problem surfacing. As a result,
leaders evolve from the environment that challenges the status quo and the way of thinking to
create a workforce propelling innovation (Steward, 2006).
Principle 9: Moving the Forces
The ninth principle refers to compliance as a method of ensuring consistency and
building trust (Trapp, 2012). Sun Tzu explained that a leader may unintentionally create a
dysfunctional work environment by either disciplining too harshly or giving rewards too freely,
which could build resentment or spoil the subordinates into complacency—both of which have a
harmful effect on goal attainment (Trapp, 2012). However, a firm but fair hand builds trust that
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the leader is focused on the group’s success and that each individual has a role in such
achievements (Trapp, 2012).
Machiavelli warned that it is good to be loved by the people under the leader’s
management, but there is also value in being feared. Within the context of workplace leadership,
fear can be the awareness of an institutional response that may follow noncompliance. However,
it is essential that such awareness does not turn into hate as employees adopt the view that their
leader has failed, oppressed, or abused them. A key concept throughout The Prince is that it is
the people who make the leader strong and powerful. To maintain and build respectability and
influence, the leader must balance compassion and compliance (Machiavelli, 2007).
According to Fernandez (2004), essential to an organization’s success is how the
leadership is able to leverage preparedness and organizational talent against challenges. To
create such an environment requires an adequate system of reward and correction when
appropriate. Whereas a Western philosophy places the leader above the group that serves their
needs, an Eastern philosophy places the leader in the center as a servant to the organization.
Fernandez (2004) states, “If a soldier is incompetent it is the problem of one; but if the general is
incompetent then it becomes the problem of the whole army” (p. 58).
Careless use of reprimand has the effect of stalling an individual’s “transition to selfleadership” (Manz & Sims, 1991, p. 32). A leader who is hypercritical of errors creates an
environment that discourages initiative and stunts the organization’s growth. The leader’s
objective should be to consider errors as a “learning opportunity, to provide positive acceptance
of the person despite the mistake, and to remember how the opportunity to make mistakes was a
critical element in the [individual’s] own development” (Manz & Sims, 1991, p. 28).
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Companies do not make change occur and achieve success; people who work for the
company do (Cohen & Tichy, 1997). Leaders in successful organizations can “sense change,
excite others about change, and implement change faster than their competitors.” (p. 5). Similar
to an engine that needs all parts to be in top working order, leadership is a system that prepares
all areas for success. Crucial to success is the relationship that the leaders build with their
subordinates. Identification with the subordinates is a major psychological advantage that breeds
loyalty to the supervisor’s vision throughout the troops. According to Sun Tzu, the leader must
instill high expectations with a thoughtful concern for their wellbeing (Cleary, 1998). Such
tactics deepen the soldiers’ commitment and stir their desire to face formidable opponents
(Dimovski, Maric, Uhan, Durica, & Ferhan, 2012).
Principle 10. Situational Positioning
Sun Tzu describes the tenth principal, situational positioning, as the physical path through
conflict onto victory (Cleary, 1998). Multiple types of natural terrains can prompt an unprepared
leader to face new challenges, in addition to their opponent, in which the terrain itself becomes
the mechanism to defeat. The Art of War outlines “six degrees of misfortune” that pose barriers
for ill equipped leaders, further underscoring that the lack of preparation, foresight, and
discipline is inclined to cause self-inflicted harm (Trapp, 2012, p. 65). These misfortunes
include flight (facing a larger opponent than anticipated), insubordination (soldiers are stronger
than leader), decline (leader is overbearing and soldiers are weak), collapse (sensitive honor of
leader), chaos (instructions are unclear, poor communication), and rout (poor planning and
execution) (p. 65). The series of misfortunes are preventable risks that serve as distractions to
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the goal (Cleary, 1988). Without clear sight of the outcome, the terrain, in and of itself, becomes
a new conflict, which multiplies the threats to goal attainment (Cleary, 1988).
Greene (2006) notes that it is essential in outmaneuvering conflict to understand the
opposition’s motivation. The willingness to study a problem and get inside the mind of
dissenters is essential to forecasting how their patterns of behavior and conduct can be helpful in
estimating a solution. To maximize the potential of information collected, it is wise to avoid
relying on a single source and being pushed off balance by the speed of conflict (Greene, 2006).
“Counterbalance” is the ability to remain focused on the conditions of conflict and resist
the temptation of being disoriented by the chaos (Greene, 2006, p. 27). Converting power from a
situation is valued more frequently than an individual’s existing power. Because a warlike
atmosphere may entail uncontrolled chaos, the leader’s knowledge base may be less useful than
his or her ability to adapt to a problem. Lastly, the concept of intelligence, according to Sun Tzu,
is the result of continuous observation, whereas intelligence in Western philosophy is considered
a character trait (as cited in Dimovski et. al., 2012).
A “guerilla war of the mind” forces the leader to identify each problem as a new and
unique issue versus a follower mimicking a previous leader’s response to a problem (Greene,
2006, p. 15). Instead, it is more useful for followers to adopt elements of their leader’s qualities
that allow them to expand their own skill set and empower them to apply new ideas to familiar,
as well as unfamiliar, problems. Additionally, self-identification has the potential to encourage
followers to “transcend his or her personal qualities to include [qualities learned from their
leader], thus broadening his or her repertoire” (Walumbwa & Hartnell, 2011, p. 157). In
broadening such qualities, the leader has cultivated an environment of support, creative energy,
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respectful exchange of ideas, and cooperation, leading to a workplace brimming with competent
employees (Walumbwa & Hartnell, 2011).
Principle 11: Terrains
The Art of War describes multiple scenarios in which conflict could occur, whether at
home or abroad, and the risks and rewards for such engagement (Trapp, 2012). Specifically,
understanding the conflict is key to responding with an appropriate strategy to ensure that the
leader has maximized her troop’s opportunities and minimized the exposure of resources
(Cleary, 1988). In many ways, the workplace hosts a range of obstacles that resemble a
battlefield-like atmosphere. Institutions have competitors, internal conflicts, and office politics
as well as many other challenges in which battle-ready strategies must be implemented to be
successful. Strategic leadership includes qualities that create a “positional advantage” in the
workplace, develop an “organizational language” within the workplace, “build . . . morale”
among the staff who are carrying out the objectives, and “leverag[e] and adapt . . . to situations”
(Dimovksi et al., 2012, p. 152).
Greene (1998) asserts that applying old solutions to new problems increases
predictability and dulls the leader’s creativity. Alternatively, a more effective solution is
adapting strategies to the fluctuating conditions of the conflict. Strategic leaders are successful
because they can respond to the chaos as it is occurring and are willing to free their mind from
committing to their original plans (Greene, 1998). Greene states, “Think of your mind as an
army. Armies must adapt to the complexity and chaos of modern war by becoming fluid and
maneuverable” (Greene, 1998, p. 25).
Central to Sun Tzu’s strategic approach to barriers is making use of available resources to
transform a disadvantage to an advantage (Cleary, 1988). Hence, the level of success to be
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achieved by the leader depends largely on his ability to understand the current situation, prepare
for foreseeable problems, access and mobilize available resources, and adapt to new
circumstances. According to Sun Tzu, the more overwhelming the advantage that is created from
a disadvantage, the greater the likelihood of success (as cited in Dimovski et al., 2012).
Wright and Pandey (2009) commented that barriers to transformational leadership can be
linked to centralized decision making in which the leaders who are assigned to work on the
problem do not make decisions. In cases in which the obstacles are unknown, there is no way for
a leader to anticipate such barriers—hence the problem with a centralized decision-making
process. When decisions are made by a core group of individuals who may be far removed from
where the problem actually occurs, the decisions may be made without an accurate
understanding of the issues. Other barriers to transformational leadership, specific to the public
sector—including but not limited to higher education—are the lack of measurement of
performance, frequency of measurement, and the evaluator’s link to rewards. Without a gauge
of specific qualities that are evaluated regularly as well as ability to provide rewards and
punishment, leaders base motivation or personal relations that are central to the speedy delivery
of performance (Wright & Pandey, 2009).
Speed in responsiveness is key to a competitive advantage as well as to responding to
problems within an organization (Cohen & Tichy, 1997). The “only way to get speed is to have
leaders … prepared” to evaluate the problem, understand the problem, and take action right away
or before the response is needed (Cohen & Tichy, 1997, p. 6). Transformational leaders are
“expected to prevent, manage, contain and resolve all conflict at the earliest time and lowest
level possible” (Lynch, 2001, p. 212).
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Principle 12. Proceed by Fire: Preparing for Action
Sun Tzu described a principle of attacking by fire, which recognizes the permanent effect
of strategic decisions (Trapp, 2012). Sun Tzu argues that attacking an opponent’s resources by
water may demonstrate strength; however, attacking resources by fire demonstrates intelligence.
Sun Tzu explains that water may make an opponent’s resources temporarily unusable, but fire
places the opponent’s resources at a permanent disadvantage. The risk of unmanaged conflict is
that the outcome can be a permanent loss of resources. Applicable to the workplace, such loss
could include time, staff turnover, goodwill, reputation, and actual financial resources. A good
leader is cautious and alert to conflict that is developing. Such practices keep the organization at
peace and resources intact. Further, good leaders build on achievements and are in tune with the
culture of the people (Trapp, 2012). The change in employees takes place because of the
leader’s ability to identify with and meet the needs of their members, intertwine their needs with
the organization’s goals, and inspire individuals to place the success of the organization above
their individual success (Hamilton, 2009).
Transformational leaders are considered charismatic, inspirational, creative, and can
customize responses based on individuals’ unique needs. Transformational leadership focuses
attention on initiating change within an organization by tapping into and synchronizing personal
values and organizational culture (Jung & Sosik, 2002). The alignment of values and culture, in
the context of transformational leadership, is expected to “stimulate improvement” as parties
focus on commonalities instead of differences (Steward, 2006, p. 18). The initial task of
leadership that makes a cultural transformation successful is the disciplined study of what the
organization is trying to achieve and what the individuals within the organization want (Bass &
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Avolio, 2016). It is essential that an institution’s leaders challenge long-held assumptions and
determine their relevance under curnrent conditions.
In their article “How Leaders Develop Leaders,” Cohen and Tichy (1997) described the
necessity for the leader to create an identity that instills confidence so instructions are followed
without question. Transformational leaders attract support by making a case for change, fairly
examining existing conditions, and creating a well-defined goal. When leaders share compelling
stories about taking bold action, organizational members may be energized to be a part of the
meaningful change. Leaders take the foundation of a point of view and build stories about
beating the competition, satisfying customers, and other successes (Cohen & Tichy, 1997).
Furthering the members’ trust and confidence in the leadership, the leaders think and
behave as “professional outsiders” (Newman & Chaharbaghi, 2000, p. 72). An outsider views
the circumstances from above and recognizes patterns, is not emotionally attached to ideologies
of past leaders, and seeks information to optimize the response while inspiring trust among
followers who are needed to deploy the strategy. In summary, because circumstances are
constantly changing, the leader must also be fluid and responsible by seeking information and
building relations with the subordinates and stakeholders (Newman & Chaharbaghi, 2000).
Lynch (2001) affirms that the path that may motivate a leader’s effort to initiate
organizational transformation can be summarized with “five C’s,” which include compliance,
cost, crisis, competition, and culture (Lynch, 2001, p. 210). Compliance can be used as a
prevention to conflict with clearly stated boundaries and expectations that may be outlined in
policy, collective bargaining agreements, legislation, and/or training. Possibly a significant
motivator for change is the cost of unmanaged conflict, such as grievances, litigation, and
arbitrations. Crisis caused by cases related to “harassment, discrimination, incompetence,
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negligence, or fraud” can also be costly, as they have the potential to damage reputation of an
organization, lower worker morale, and make talent recruitment goals harder to achieve (Lynch,
2001, p. 211). Alternatively, healthy competition with other organizations can drive employees
to excel, make individuals feel like part of the team, and focus everyone’s attention on outperforming other organizations. Lastly, the organizational culture must align the values of the
institution with the values of its employees; otherwise, both are at risk of moving in different
directions, thus putting their individual interests at risk (Lynch, 2001).
Transformational leaders tend to provide a vision for the group that has the effect of
gaining acceptance and commitment by group members (Hamilton, 2009). Additionally, they
are viewed as one of the individuals working side by side with their members to get the work
done, which allows the leader to experience the same conditions as their members. As a result,
the members build a sense of trust for their leader and are willing to support his/her direction
without hesitation.
Collins (2001) notes that an effective method for suggesting a change to the workforce is
to demonstrate how the change will benefit them. Finding the angle to motivate people to buy
into the leader’s ideas is key to gaining their commitment. It is human nature for people to place
their self-interest as a priority. An individual placing his needs above those of the organization
can be a serious threat, as the dissenting voice can raise doubt, become a divisive force, and
position the proposed change as a reason to be fearful. The result of overlooking problem
employees may include the impact it has on the other employees’ confidence level that the
manager is serving the best interest of the organization, leading the workforce to a shared vision,
and is trustworthy enough to satisfy their individual needs (Northouse, 2007). Focusing attention
on converting subversive voices and making a connection between what the leader wants and
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how the rest will individually benefit can strengthen the organization’s commitment to change
(Mezirow, 1997).
By studying the environment and strategic thinking about the variables in conflict, which
can change at any time, “strategic thinking helps to create and build the vision of an agency’s
future. The vision can emerge and move forward as the leader constructs a culture that is
dedicated to supporting that vision” (Bass & Avolio, 2016, p. 112). In preparation for conflict, a
leader must excel in “detecting and navigating turbulent industry shifts—shifts that many
companies fail to survive” (Cohen & Tichy, 1997, p. 3). The test of readiness by challenging the
fluidity of their subordinates when faced with new and immediate challenges is similar in nature
to military drill sergeants training soldiers to navigate an obstacle course in preparation for
combat and then changing the course in progress to sharpen the soldiers’ minds to think fluidly
as changes occur (Cohen & Tichy, 1997).
Principle 13. Intelligence: Collection of Information
According to Sun Tzu, the ability to achieve excellence in overcoming opposition is
foreknowledge: “[T]his is a necessity of war, and an army depends on it to act” (Trapp, 2012, p.
95). Having accurate information in advance can make the difference between a speedy victory
and a disastrous loss. The quality of knowledge can be based on the provider’s level of
commitment to the leader in which the information is used to satisfy the needs of both the leader
and the information provider. In the workplace, building relationships and/or allies can increase
the trust level between parties, as both will benefit from the outcome (Trapp, 2012).
Understanding how old solutions were developed is valuable to avoid future problems
(Newman & Chaharbaghi, 2000). Sun Tzu identifies the collection of information as key to the
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success of the leader’s ability to shape a strategic plan, mobilize troops with the new
information, create individualized responses to new problems, and break away from reliance on
solutions to previous problems (Cleary, 1988). The leader is tasked with identifying specific
patterns or elements of a problem in which a solution can be developed. In some cases, the
response to the problem may be the same as previous responses. However, each problem should
be measured by its own characteristics versus an automatic response based on prior solutions
(Newman & Chaharbaghi, 2000).
The ability to understand the circumstances and collect information is needed to shape
perceptions for an organization (Greene, 2006). The party bringing forward the conflict is not
the mob of angry people a leader is facing, but the mind that runs it. Collecting information is a
way of gaining an understanding of what is motivating the conflicting group. The ability to gain
and use information to create a positional advantage is necessary to yield success. Sun Tzu
delineates five elements, that are requirements to win: “unity of command, the consistent
enforcement of rules, clear rewards and punishments, and the coordination of different parts of
the [troops]” (as cited in Dimovski et al., 2012, p. 154).
Building one-on-one relationships with individual employees deepens the level of trust
between the employee and employer, according to Walumbwa and Hartnell (2011). Trust
building is the result of listening and demonstrating sensitivity to the goals and barriers that each
follower possesses. When a leader understands individuals’ personal needs versus their
organizational needs, the leader will then be able to understand how to motivate employees. A
leader skilled with this quality can shape the followers’ abilities and empower them to make
decisions, which are a key factor for transformational leadership (Walumbwa & Hartnell, 2011).
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The most important interpersonal relationship in the workplace is between the leader and
his/her subordinates (Armstrong, 2001). Armstrong describes “management of trust” as the
process by which both the leader and the subordinate recognize that they need each other to
attain their goals (p. 45). Regular interviews with current employees are necessary to harvest
information and learn more about the evolving culture of the organization. Such interviews are
also an effective way to raise awareness of what the “employees love—or loathe[—] about their
job” (Kline, 2016, p. 28). Such discussions are invaluable to determining what the management
is doing well, becoming aware of emerging conflicts, learning new ways to motivate the troops,
and identifying where changes are needed (Kline, 2016).
The collection of information furthers the concept of power as a relationship between
people and interests versus power being a position of authority (Steward, 2006). Whereas a
talented individual under a person of power can leave an organization and transfer his power to
another organization, the mutually beneficial relationship that exchanges an individual’s talent
and reliability for a leader’s access to mobility and recognition becomes the power source.
Information provided by the subordinate has the effect of furthering a leader’s power and her
ability to effect change, resulting in a multiplication of her power and influence. The
relationship is reciprocated when the leader grants opportunities for the individual to grow,
access to socioeconomic mobility via elevation within the organization, and further builds
trustworthiness as an organizational ally (Steward, 2006).
Summary
Transformational leadership can be described as an intersecting relationship between
goals of the organization and the interests of the subordinates in which everyone benefits from
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the goal attainment (Steward, 2006). The personal investment and connection from all levels of
the organization are key to the meaning-making process as change is occurring (Elkins, 2003).
Sun Tzu’s philosophical framework in The Art of War adds depth to how transformation can be
applied to overcoming challenges when applied to the workplace, an environment prone to
conflict and change. In Chapter 4, elements of transformation within the context of The Art of
War’s principles will demonstrate examples of how the application of Sun Tzu’s philosophies
can bring about necessary changes in the workplace.
The literature review section of this study explored Sun Tzu’s principles as they relate to
other research by strategic thinkers and elements of making changes in an organization. As
Chapter 1 summarized different facets of the problem of inactive leadership and Chapter 2 laid
the groundwork for the values and ideas of transformation, the next chapter will describe the
process of the case study.

CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY

Transformational leadership can be described as an art in which there may be no single
application that brings change. People in the workplace can be complex as their ideas, agendas,
habits, and experiences intersect, which can distract employees from focusing on the
organization’s goals. Northouse (2007) describes leadership as a process, by which an individual
can influence buy-in from the staff and work toward a shared purpose.
Research Design
The basis for this case study was to gain an understanding of managers of civil service
employees who influenced a transformation in their working environment. Qualitative research
was expected to produce the best results, as the explanation of each participant regarding their
perspectives articulated the uniqueness of each problem and effort to make change (Daniel,
2016). The format of the questions provided an outlet for the participants to tell their story of the
challenges they overcame and the perspectives that were shaped by their experiences. A semistructured interview of open-ended questions (Appendix E) provided the flexibility to peel back
the layers as their responses prompted new questions that provided a fuller understanding of their
experiences (Daniel, 2012).
Berg and Lune (2012) described qualitative research as identifying the significance,
generating new definitions of previous experiences, and creating an understanding of the
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subject’s experiences. Such a description underscored the broad span of observation that allows
natural fluidity in an interview with open-ended questions. Because the interviewer is limited to
probing for responses to topics, the interviewee is responding in free form, without restrictions,
to provide their thoughts on their experiences. According to Johnson and Christianson (2012),
the gathering of experiences, as opposed to the collection of quantitative figures, tells the
researcher a story that cannot be told through statistical study. As it relates to this study, a
quantitative measurement would not be able to explain the causeeffect relationship that the
changes in work culture had to leadership styles.
Daniel (2016) states that when the study is based on human interaction, such as
leadership, a qualitative approach is better suited to capture the “phenomena in order to
understand and appreciate [their experiences] thoroughly” (p. 93). The interaction that occurs
between the researcher and subject may help the interviewee understand her own experiences as
the observer objectively paraphrases the subject’s description of her responses. The exchange
may be inclined to lead to a deeper discussion on how the interviewees arrived at their opinions
and ideas (Daniel, 2016).
Daniel (2016) further explains that a key advantage of qualitative research, in comparison
to quantitative research, is that themes surface from the interviewees’ stories. The identification
of patterns to develop theories allows the researcher to “construct and reconstruct theories where
necessary” based on the information that was personally collected, unlike a quantitative approach
that uses a statistical evaluation of data that may have been self-submitted by the subject (p. 93).
The personal interaction between the researcher and interviewee allows the observer to pick up
cues to reassert questions based on the subject’s expressions and emotional responses (Daniel,
2016).
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Daniel (2016) added that a quantitative approach would leave “the participants no room
to contribute [to] the study,” as a survey “is linear and non-flexible” and “demands that the
researcher follow a certain order” (p. 94). A qualitative approach provides the most flexibility
when there is little guidance on the subject and the participants’ experiences and interpretations
present many moving parts to manage through a study (Leedy & Ormrod, 2014). Unlike a
qualitative study, quantitative studies can point to specific theories by use of numerical data
(Daniel, 2016).
A significant disadvantage of quantitative research for the study of leadership is that the
researcher is “detached from their participants,” which makes an “in depth study of the
phenomena within the [the subject’s] natural setting” nearly impossible (Daniel, 2016, p. 94).
Cohen, Manion, and Morrison (2011) add that using quantitative research for a project that
focuses on experiences and feelings regarding change limit the understanding of why the
participants, collectively, feel the way they do, which is difficult to assess with numbers (Cohen
et al., 2011).
Based on my experience with this study, the application of a semi-structured interview
produced multiple benefits. Prior to inviting potential interviewees to participate in this research,
I met with two senior leadership members and conducted a pre-interview. The pre-interview was
informal and allowed me an opportunity to gauge if their work experiences could be appropriate
for a case study. During the course of the pre-interviews, they were able to recommend other
participants. Conducting pre-interviews increased the trustworthiness of the information that I
received from the participants and added context to the overall transformation that the
department experienced. Further, the information collected during the pre-interviews assisted in
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shaping the interview questions that allowed me to identify where their experiences may have
intersected with transformational leadership theories and Sun Tzu’s philosophies.
A topic-based list of questions created a welcoming opportunity for the subjects to
provide rich data in their own words in terms of their perceptions, values, and experiences, which
were significant as they relate to the study of interviewees’ challenges in leading a large number
of employees. The method also allowed for an analysis of responses in many different ways to
find intersecting themes among subjects. Further, having a semi-structured interview allowed
me, as the researcher, to prepare questions in advance, adding a consistent structure to each the
interview.
In summary, a qualitative method provided a desirable type of data collection, as the
basis for the questions centered on workplace experiences and the feelings and perspectives of
how the subjects’ responsibilities intersected with the conditions of their work environment.
Such a method was practical to allow a group of individuals working under the same
circumstances, yet having diverse experiences, open up about their opinions and experiences
(Dudwick, Kuehnast, Jones, & Woolcock, 2006). Because social capital is characterized by
relationships between people, probing experiences based on the interviewees’ community of
experiences may capture subtle differences that are not openly available in the alternative of
quantitative surveys (Dudwick et. al., 2006).
The primary advantage of qualitative research is to collect experiences from the
interviewees that relate to their departmental culture and principles that help the researcher
understand the interviewees’ experiences and attitudes (Yauch & Steudel, 2003). In summary,
this qualitative research study focused on why such feelings developed versus gauging the
degree to which their feelings were felt (Choy, 2014).
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Interview Questions
The questions were organized into six overarching topics, which included questions
related to
1. What is the subject’s work experience in the private sector?
2. What are the current duties as a manager in the public sector?
3. How did the previous methods of addressing conflict compare to the current methods
of addressing conflict?
4. How does the speed of a response to conflict affect the outcome?
5. How does relationship building influence the workplace?
6. How does the visibility of the manager impact the workplace?
There were multiple subtopics rooted in the 13 principles from The Art of War that were directly
correlated with organizational change.
Setting
The interviews for this research took place on the public higher education campus in
Illinois at which the participants were employed. The interviews occurred in a closed room to
ensure privacy. There were few foreseeable barriers present in conducting the interviews. First,
the interviewees were aware that the basis of the questions was related to the changes they had
experienced, which sought some expected critique of past and present management styles.
Although the previous management was no longer affiliated with the institution and there was no
risk of retaliation by their previous managers, there was an understanding that relationships with
the previous management might still exist, which could have limited full responses from the
subjects.
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Second, because the interviewees were under the previous management, there was
concern that the interviewees would reveal their contribution or lack of contribution to the
challenges posed by the culture created by the previous management. In such a case, there was
apprehension as to my responsibility to report any perceived misconduct by public employees to
the Office of Inspector General, which handles ethics investigations.
Last, the use of a recording device during the interviews created some unease, in which
subjects might have been sensitive in their responses knowing that they were being recorded. A
potential outcome could include the interviewees withholding valuable context for the study.
Participants
Participants for this research were selected based on several criteria. First, because the
nature of the research was based on managerial practices and experiences, the interviewees were
required to be managers of Illinois civil service employees and have managerial experience for at
least three years. Interviewees with less than three years of experience might have risked the
quality and depth of experiences necessary to capture the transformational activity. It was
desirable to interview managers from the same department, employed by the same public
institution, and subject to the same state procedures. Because this research focused on the
transformation of a specific department versus individual experience in transformational
leadership, it was essential that all of the interviewees had experienced the change together to
gain a full understanding of the context of the departmental transformation to fully gather
experiences and compare commonalities. Alternatively, interviewing managers from different
departments or institutions would have limited the discussion to their individual personal
perceptions of change versus the change experienced by the group.
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To ensure that the sample could provide rich data, there was value in requiring their
manager’s department to have a large group of civil services employees: at least ten. While
some departments may have only one civil service employee, a department with a larger number
would increase the frequency of examples of conflict in which the principles from The Art of
War could be applied in an atttempt to create change.
The participants included first-line managers and senior managers with work experience
in public higher educational institutions in Illinois. Employees in academic or administrative
roles were excluded from this research because they typically are grouped in a different category
of employment, such as salaried workers, and their employment is not subject to the State
University Civil Service System rules and procedures.
Personal Bias
Prior to interviewing subjects, I was familiar with the department’s transformational
experience. Approximately five years before the research, one of the key managers sought my
advice regarding some of their unique challenges. While the relationship was limited to nonbinding advisement, the discussions developed into a healthy rapport over the course of several
years. The exchange developed a dialogue, which was pivotal to gaining the interviewees’ trust
that provided an honest reflection of the workplace experiences. To overcome such bias, I
intentionally included interviewees with whom I had not established a long-term rapport and
individuals who were not on the original referral list that I had received from the key managers
during the pre-interview. Notwithstanding participants’ differences in viewpoints, they
ultimately reported similar experiences to me during the interviews.
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Overcoming Barriers for Participation
Foreseeable barriers for participation were limited to work politics concerns of retaliation
that managers might experience due to their inclination to criticize their current or previous
leadership or that could disrupt personal relationships between participants and their former
managers. To overcome these potential barriers, all subjects were advised that the research was
considered confidential and that pseudonyms for the interviewees and their institution would be
assigned.
The pseudonyms were based on the United States Military Phonetic Alphabet (A-F,
Alpha through Foxtrot) and assigned in the order in which the interviews were conducted. The
use of such pseudonyms was expected to increase the subjects’ comfort level when providing
details of their experiences. Further, all subjects were advised in advance that the research was
focused on their perceptions and experiences and was not expected to be an investigation of their
involvement with previous managerial decisions. Furthering their comfort level, their
employer’s name, their classification, and their department were either assigned pseudonyms or
removed from the case study. Overcoming the challenges of being recorded was difficult;
however, follow-up discussions that were not recorded with an MP3 recorder added depth and
clarity to the interviewees’ responses.
Data Collection
The collection of data was primarily through personal face-to-face interviews with each
participant, which occurred between November 1 and December 30, 2016. Each interviewee
was asked questions related to their experience as a manager of civil service employees in a
public higher educational institution in Illinois. Specifically, the participants were asked to
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provide examples of situations relevant to the research within the limits of their department’s
confidentiality policy. The questions guided the interviewees to use the narrative to demonstrate
how their leadership ability influenced a transformation to their workplace culture. From the
narratives, a review of concepts related to strategy, power, and leadership was observed to
compare it to the themes from the literature review in Chapter 2.
The data collection process consisted of meeting with six managers in the Campus
Operations Department for a one-on-one recorded interview. In accordance with IRB
requirements, a notice was sent to them explaining the research and inviting them to participate;
the participants signed a consent form (Appendix D). Questions were written in advance as a
guide to the discussion. During the interviews, the participants qualified themselves in
accordance with the predetermined criteria and could articulate their experiences that met the
requirements of the study. Following each recorded Interview, the participants engaged in
additional discussion that offered a deeper understanding of their experiences and further
clarified their answers.
Yuksel (2010) recognized that face-to-face data collection yielded several benefits. First,
the capturing of verbal and nonverbal cues provides the interviewer indications that more
information could be available. For example, when subjects pause (as in deep thought), shift in
their seat, and demonstrate enthusiasm in their voice, it can serve as a road map for exploring the
topic fu rther or generate new topics rich with content. Second, keeping the subject on task with
topics prevents the interviewee from veering off topic or avoiding the questions. If there were
questions a subject could not or would not answer, a face-to-face interview allows the researcher
to think creatively to adjust to the interviewee’s concerns and develop new questions that would
satisfy the goals of the interview. Last, face-to-face interviews allow the interviewer to collect
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helpful information about the subject’s emotions, which may add further context to their
responses (Yuksel, 2010).
Data Analysis
Consistent with Creswell’s (2005) six-step analysis, the data were reviewed through the
following process:
•

Step 1: Organize the material for analysis: In this phase, interviews recorded on an
MP3 recorder were transcribed and transferred to a Microsoft Word document.

•

Step 2: Read through all the data to obtain a general sense of the information and to
reflect on its overall meaning. To thoroughly review data, the audio recording was
being played as I followed along the transcript to note mood of interviewees
throughout interview. Responses provided by the subject that appeared to have high
voice inflection or indicate enthusiasm noted substance to their answers.

•

Step 3: Begin detailed analysis with a coding process. Key terms from each subject
were identified, categorized, and labeled based on his or her relevance to research
questions.

•

Step 4: Use the codes to generate a description of the setting or people as well as
categories or themes for analysis. Recurring themes further defined categories and
labels from step 3. Examples of themes from individual participants were placed in a
separate Word document so experiences could be individually categorized and
compared.

•

Step 5: Advance how the descriptions and themes will be represented in the
qualitative narrative. The narrative was divided into two separate segments, the first

72
segment representing the starting point of the problem to overcome and the second
segment to reflect the transformation.
•

Step 6: Evaluate the lessons learned from the data and make interpretations (or
meaning) of data (Creswell, 2005)

The format of the narrative was essential, as the change from the management was
necessary to articulate as it relates to transformational theory and its intersection with principles
from The Art of War. Multiple lessons were derived from the data, which allowed for the basis
of a reconstruction of Sun Tzu’s principles that could be applicable to addressing and/or
preventing the problem statement initially described in Chapter 1.
One-on-one interviews were valuable to gathering information, as the open dialogue
between the researcher and interviewee allowed the former to capture the essence of the latter’s
perceptions (Yuksel, 2010). Translating the interviewees’ responses to generate themes that
validate the experiences of the group requires the researcher to pay closer attention to what is
meant than to what is said. Because an interviewee may not understand his/her experience, it is
up to the interviewer to ask follow-up questions during the interview to ensure that what was said
was an accurate description of his/her perceptions. The interaction during the interview may
reveal more about what the group of interviewees experienced and helps the researcher
understand how their opinions are formed: as Yuksel comments, “Only qualitative studies
provide in-depth information about what happens [in the workplace]” and the effects of poorly
performing employees on the environment (p. 80).
Obtaining a clear understanding of the participants’ experiences required a follow-up
interview that was not recorded with an MP3 recorder. Because the voice recording may have
created an awkward environment in which the participants may have been self-conscious about
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their answers, the non-voice-recorded interview added depth to their experiences with the
unscripted follow-up discussion that provided reassurance the responses reflected what the
participants meant. I observed that during the non-recorded follow-up discussions, the
interviewees were more relaxed and provided additional information that supported the findings
from the recorded session.
Such validity requires researchers to ensure they are measuring the attributes that provide
answers to the correct research questions (Kerlinger, 1973). In summary, validity is a “well
grounded, justifiable, strong, and convincing … inference [that is] correctly derived from its
premise” (Kvale, 1994, p. 3). To validate is to explore questions of “what” and “why” before
asking “how” (p. 4). A pragmatic concept of what is real is what compels an individual to
engage in such behavior leading to their experiences. “Knowledge is action rather than
observation… the justification of knowledge is here replaced by the application of knowledge”
(p. 9). While knowledge may be considered power, it is the action application of such
knowledge that determines its degree of power (Kvale, 1994).
According to Kvale (1994), within the context of leadership, “action research goes
beyond description of social conditions to attempt to change the very conditions investigated” (p.
9). In short, validity is focused more on what has occurred and why such experiences have
impacted the workforce versus whether the participants’ perceptions are accurate. The
interviewees’ perceptions are true because the lens through which they interpret their experiences
convinces the participants that they are true. The value of research is determined by how
successful the decisions are that were dependent upon the findings (Patton, 1980).
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Limitations of the Study
The main limitation of this study was collecting data from participants who have
experience specifically in public higher educational institutions in Illinois. The reasons for the
limitation are twofold. First, because the private sector has significantly fewer state-mandated
policies and procedures for dealing with corrective action, there is value in understanding what
types of creative practices are in place to overcome the barriers not present in the private sector.
Second, the focus was limited to the higher educational experience, because the term “public
employer” encompasses a wide range of types of employment that may have unique obstacles.
For the purposes of this study, it was meaningful to get the perspective of a group of employees
managing civil service employees in the same department. Finally, because the experience of
public employees throughout the United States may vary according to different state statutes,
focusing on issues in public higher educational employment in Illinois provided the same
baseline of rules and procedures for employees working in the same field.
Summary
Researchers of strategic management may argue that each problem is worthy of its own
unique plan of action versus a fix-all solution that may have worked in the past. The intended
focus of this study was not entirely to measure the degree of success that previous planning may
have achieved, but rather was to review common themes from other leaders in the workplace
who have experienced a transformation. In doing so, a qualitative study was intended to identify
challenges in the workplace related to poor performers and their intersection with protections
from state procedures, reveal common qualities of decision makers, and determine how
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transformational leadership characteristics can be applied together to overcome such challenges.
The following chapter will detail the qualitative data that was collected.

CHAPTER 4
RESEARCH FINDINGS

Participants
Participants in this qualitative case study included six managers employed in the Campus
Operations Department in a public higher educational institution in Illinois, which is subject to
the rules set forward by the State University Civil Service System (SUCSS). The department
employed over a dozen managers; however, several did not meet the criteria for the research
and/or did not express an interest in participating. Two of the managers are senior managers; the
others are the first-line managers. Although the senior managers are a higher classification of
manager in comparison to first-line manager, the range of managerial responsibility has several
areas of overlap. The key difference between the two types of managers is that senior managers
have more administrative duties. For the purposes of this study, first-line managers are defined
as having the duties of leading the department but need approval from the senior manager on
employment decisions such as corrective action.
In addition to their experience as managers in the Campus Operations Department, all of
the participants had at least 10 years of experience as entry-level civil service employees within
a public higher educational institution in Illinois. Their experiences as an entry-level civil
service employee prior to being promoted to manager have the added benefit of the subjects
reflecting on their experiences before their managerial roles and being able to speak at great
lengths regarding the history of the department that shaped their organizational culture.
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Table 1 identifies the participants by their assigned pseudonym, years of management
experience, and level of responsibility at the time of their interview.
Table 1
Participants
Pseudonym
Alpha
Beta
Charlie
Delta
Echo
Foxtrot

Mgmt. Experience
+10 years
+10
+5
+5
+3
+5

Position
Sr. mgr.
Sr. mgr.
First Line Manager
First Line Manager
First Line Manager
First Line Manager

A labor union represented the entry-level civil service employees that the managers
supervise. All of the participants in the study were members of the local union when they were
entry-level employees; however, none of the managers were represented by a labor union at the
time of the interview.
Background of Issue as Described by Participants
To fully capture the depth of the Campus Operations Department’s transformation, the
background section will serve as a starting point depicting the areas that needed to change.
Participants describe the previous management as being chiefly responsible for many of their
department culture problems, which included the avoidance of managerial responsibility and a
perceived patronage system. The patronage system was a management method of granting
favors and imposing harm based on who the management believed would further their own
personal agenda.
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Management Practices Prior to Transformation
According to the participants, a history of bad management practices had plagued the
department for over a decade. The previous administrative officer, the most senior manager for
the department, had a history of poor managerial decisions, which had an adverse impact on the
workplace’s long-term productivity and reputation. The departure of several managers,
including the top manager over the unit, served as a significant turning point to the
transformation. A new chief operations officer over the department put new expectations in
place, after which the top manager left the institution. With the departure of managers in key
senior positions, the department of over 100 civil service employees was well positioned for a
transformation under the pressing concerns of outsourcing their department.
Interviewees described the previous management as having a patronage job referral
system in which hiring practices were influenced based on whom the management knew versus
the actual quality of an applicant’s work experience or job interview. At the time, the vetting
process for applicants was informal and conducted solely by the administrative officer. Friends,
family members, or business acquaintances of other department employees or managers who
found favor with the administrative officer referred several of the employees who were hired,
according to Foxtrot (Interview, December 20, 2016).
The ability to make hiring decisions with little discretion gave the department employees
the perception that the administrative officer had an enormous amount of power and authority.
Charlie described the hiring process as being a “thorn” in people’s sides, which resulted in a lot
of “distrust” for the management (Interview, November 22, 2016). “A person gets hired here,
and because they know somebody, they get special attention, and everyone sees that,” said
Charlie (Interview, November 22, 2016).
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Adding to the challenges, interviewees recognized the departmental management bought
into the belief that a civil service employee could not be disciplined or terminated. Each of the
interviewees commented on the bureaucratic red-tape system that was heavily tilted in the favor
of a civil service employee. In comparison, interviewees Alpha and Bravo commented that in
their previous experience with a private-sector employer, there was little tolerance for workplace
issues (Interview, November 2016). Problems in the private sector regarding misconduct or
absenteeism were handled immediately and with fewer procedures than a public-sector employer
such as the institution in which the participants were currently employed.
Patronage System and Warm-Body Mentality
Although the State University Civil Service System allows the employer a six-month
probationary period for employers to separate from problem civil service employees,
interviewees commented that termination of probationary employees was rarely done (SUCSS,
2016). The openly shared philosophy of the administrative officer was that they were simply
looking for a “warm body” to fill vacant positions (Delta, Interview, November 23, 2016).
According to Delta, the previous management was “just trying to fill a slot” (Interview,
November 23, 2016). Delta cited a common phrase that was used by their management in which
“a warm body was better than no body.”
Delta added that the new hires were “usually someone [the management] knew… and
once you got them in, it was hard to ho ld them accountable” (Interview, November 23, 2016).
Echo added that hiring practices were based on whom you knew who needed a job (Interview,
December 13, 2016). As a result, the candidate hired was based on the needs of the applicant
versus the needs of the department. Because the effort was mainly to keep friends and family
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employed, there was not much effort to expect a civil service employee to perform at level ten; a
employee performing at a level five out of ten was considered acceptable. According to Delta, in
some cases star performers were frowned on as trying to “show up” other poor performers who
may have been hired under the patronage system (Interview, November 23, 2016). In fact, the
administrative officer preferred to lower the efforts of the top performers as to “average out” the
workforce so poor performers were not as easily identified (Interview, November 23, 2016). The
results were “terrible,” according to Delta: “if you have a crew with three warm bodies out of
eleven, you’re struggling [to get the work done]” (Interview, November 23, 2016).
While protecting the employees who benefited from the patronage system was a common
theme in the dysfunctional department, another theory was that the effort to be a good leader was
simply more work than the administrative officer was willing to do. Evidence of such a theory
was the recurring comments from participants in which they cited a lack of policies and total lax
enforcement of any kind of standards, which included employee evaluations. In such cases, the
superintendent used selective policies intended for specific employees under the guise of a caseby-case basis in which employment decisions were made.
Lack of Departmental Policy
According to Delta, the previous management simply “made up [policies] as they went”
(Interview, November 23, 2016). The interviewees described an environment that had poor
communication of goals, limited training, few expectations for the employees, limited
documentation, and resolutions that were mostly “band aid” efforts to address the immediate
situation versus fixing the cause of the problem (Delta, Interview, November 23, 2016). When a
conflict with an employee was identified, “we would call a meeting with the union and the
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people involved… we would talk about it… worst case scenario, they might move someone [to
a different area of the campus]” (Delta, Interview, November 23, 2016). As a result of moving
the problem versus correcting the problem, Delta commented, “We’re dealing with the same
individuals over and over again” (Interview, November 23, 2016).
Enforcement of the rules “wasn’t consistent,” stated Charlie; “I don’t believe that they
were keeping track” (Interview, November 22, 2016). In fact, interviewees cited multiple
occasions in which the superintendent discouraged documentation, “paper trail,” or development
of written rules, added Delta (Interview, November 23, 2016). Foxtrot theorized that by creating
policies, it meant that everyone would have to follow them (Interview, December 20, 2016). In
short, the effort to avoid policies was self-serving for the superintendent in two ways: it freed
restriction on the conduct of employees benefiting from patronage and it was less work for the
management. Bravo added that the reason “nothing official was brought forward” was because
“they didn’t want the administration to know [of the conflicts within the department]”
(Interview, November 15, 2016). He added, “It didn’t work…by not holding people
accountable, we had years upon years of negative attitudes, lazy [habits], and disruptive
behaviors” (Interview, November 15, 2016).
Alpha commented, “by ignoring [poor behavior], the department was consenting to it and
condoning it” (Interview, November 11, 2016). As a result, other employees would view the
management’s acceptance of poor conduct as lowering the bar for their self-expectations in
which employees would do the least amount of work possible, leading to issues with lower
morale, bad attitudes, and reduced quality of work. It had become such an accepted practice that
“when the management tried to address it, then the management is the bad guy, not the people
that are not performing,” said Alpha (Interview, November 11, 2016). According to Charlie,
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when a manager does not respond to workplace conflict, “the morale is not good at all. The
employees see the conflict not being fixed and so the good employees start to engage in the same
behavior, and you have to deal with a much bigger problem” (Interview, November 22, 2016).
Cronyism
The interviewees perceived the administrative officer as a power broker, able to grant
favors such as employment and/or promotions or impose undesirable effects by ignoring
concerns of other employees. There was little effort by employees to find ways to improve
themselves or work harder. Instead, efforts by the staff were made to please the administrative
officer and/or his trusted circle of colleagues. The perceived path to promotion and special
privileges, such as overlooking behavioral problems and poor performance, rested in how the
administrative officer perceived the employee’s willingness to be submissive and follow
instructions, according to Foxtrot (Interview, December 20, 2016).
Echo added that favoritism was an apparent problem that created challenges within the
workforce (Interview, December 13, 2016). For example, when a member of the upper
management liked someone and overlooked their shortcomings, the feeling of unfairness created
hostility between employees. Delta shared an example of the special treatment that placed an
enormous burden on his crew (Interview, November 23, 2016).
I had an employee that worked for me. My boss would pick him up for lunch and bring
him back an hour, hour and a half later, and my crew would stop and ask him, “Who
were you with?” The employee would mention the superintendent’s name and everyone
knew that he didn’t get his work done and [that] put me in an awkward spot. (Delta,
Interview, November 23, 2016)
The other crew members realized that they would be responsible for the incomplete work
from the employee. “I think they lost a little confidence in me, but they totally would not do

83
anything to help that employee,” Delta added (Interview, November 23, 2016). The first-line
manager then had to deal with the work not being done, the crew losing faith in his leadership
ability, and then personal conflict within the crew developed based on the favored employee’s
perceived privilege.” Echo reflected that when employees favored by the management got away
with poor performance, other employees seemed to believe “if they can get away with it, then I
can [too]” (Interview, December 13, 2016).
Favoritism-Based Promotion
Promoting entry-level civil service employees to a first-line manager, a middle
management position that is also a civil service position, was at times conducted in the same
fashion as employment under the patronage system used to hire entry-level employees. The
perception of the interviewees was that the employees were promoted to first-line manager based
on how well the superintendent favored him or her. As a result, the expectations were about the
same—a recurring theme of the warm-body mentality, except the philosophy applied to a layer
of employees who were responsible for leading other employees.
Multiple interviewees described that some first-line managers were simply absent from
the employees’ work areas during their shift, sat in their office for most of the time, and did very
little walking around to ensure that areas were being monitored. Delta commented that other
employees joked that when an employee was promoted to be a first-line manager, they were
really promoted to play solitaire on their office computer all day (Interview, November 23,
2016). According to Echo, there was such inconsistency by the managers across the department,
it sometimes seemed that the employees were working for different organizations, each with
different standards (Interview, December 13, 2016).

84
Charlie stated that when a manager is not visible, “the quality and quantity [of work] goes
down” (Interview, November 22, 2016). The lack of supervision and the patronage system that
imported employees developed into several long-term problems. First, there was a sense of
unfairness and inequity among the employees. Foxtrot commented that in every patronage
system, some employees outside of the system were selected based on their potential to be a
good employee who may not have had any connection to the institution. The reason for hiring
outside of the patronage system, according to Foxtrot, was that there had to be a couple of people
on each crew to serve as ambassadors for the rest of the staff. To avoid unwanted attention that
could disrupt the casual work environment, there had to be a ratio of at least one good performer
for every nine or ten employees who were hired based on their connection to serve as a reliable
example who could make sure the operation moved along, added Foxtrot (Interview, December
20, 2016).
In such cases, when favored employees were not performing, it was up to the other
employees to pick up the slack. In some cases, as described by Echo, good employees would
witness the things bad employees would get away with doing and then partake in the same
conduct. As a result, good employees became disgruntled due to the poor management. Despite
the best efforts of good employees, the prevailing perception was that the opportunity to advance
was limited to those who were found to be most favored by the administrative officer and his/her
first-line managers. Charlie stated that when employees are not monitored,
They run amok. That means that [the manager] has to change.… We have good
employees, but if we can have [fewer] of those employees that [refuse to meet
expectations], then the change is good. The more that we can shape an applicant into a
good employee, I think the department will be in a better place. (Charlie, Interview,
November 22, 2016).
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Needs-Based Oppression
Further complicating the workplace issues was the employees’ earning potential.
Because the employees were collectively bargained between their union and the employer, the
pay was contractually based on years of service instead of performance. As a result, poor
performers became long-term employees and good employees were not compensated based on
their merit. With collective bargaining, the entry-level employees were among the highest paid
of other public-sector institutions in the state. In less than five years of their hire date, entrylevel employees were paid several dollars per hour more than the prevailing wage of neighboring
counties.
In essence, a good employee could be perceived as trapped in an environment that was
dysfunctional because it paid more than any other similar type of employment within a 30-mile
traveling distance, whereas a dissatisfied employee receiving the prevailing rate may have opted
to simply resign and find employment at another workplace that paid nearly the same as the pay
rate they were giving up. According to Bravo, the tradeoff of working in an unproductive
environment while receiving a contractually guaranteed rate that is higher than other
opportunities in the same operational field made leaving the institution an unattractive option.
The perceived trap may be a contributor to low morale, increased absenteeism, and
underperformance.
Entitlement
Another debilitating problem, as described by the interviewees, was the sense of
entitlement by the department workforce. According to Bravo, the attitude of entitlement “has
been bred into this culture for many years” (Interview, November 15, 2016). In some cases,
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employees believed that the superintendent and/or first-line manager, their union, the civil
service system, or all of the above protected their connection to their employment. Their
perceived entitlement to employment was one of the largest challenges for transformation,
whereas many employees did not believe they needed to buy into the efforts of change and als
were not concerned with progressive discipline. The interviewees added that the common belief
by civil service employees in their department was that an “employee would have to kill
somebody in order to be fired” (Charlie, Interview, November 22, 2016).
Absence of Policy
The lack of policies and documentation along with the poor execution of managerial
duties and the accepted misconception that a State Civil Service employee could not be
terminated created an environment that supported poor performers, absenteeism, and
misconduct. Bravo commented that the result of all the challenges led to operational workers
believing that they were “untouchable,” furthering the entitlement attitude (Interview, November
15, 2016). According to Charlie, years of passing poor performers during the probationary
period only “increased that sense of entitlement” (Interview, November 22, 2016).
The entitled attitude impacted not only the poor performers who were not terminated
during the six-month period, but also set the standard for the rest of the departmental workforce.
Delta added, “[the previous management] didn’t want much discipline. They didn’t want to point
out any bad areas” (Interview, November 23, 2016). The previous management “just wanted to
not have any complaints—that was our goal” (Delta, Interview, November 23, 2016). As Bravo
put it, “The inmates were running the asylum. There were no rules, no regulations, just pure
chaos” (Interview, November 15, 2016).
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Absence of Leadership
Enabling the problems, as the interviewees noted, was the lack of visibility of a first-line
manager or the administrative office. The absence of such leadership allowed employees with an
assertive personality to be in charge without restraint. Foxtrot stated that such a scenario had a
historic tendency for an entry-level employee to bully others into submission. The perceived
vacancy of leadership had the potential for a power grab by an aggressive employee in which
employees were dually trapped by concerns of oppression by an employer who is expected to
provide a safe and healthy work environment as well as trapped by their coworkers, who
participate in the same union activity also intended to protect their well-being.
Alternatively, the absence of a manager left the workplace vulnerable for employees to cut
corners. Echo stated that when an employee knows his manager is not going to check his work,
“it only takes one [employee]” to decide that they are going to take it easy that day (Interview,
December 13, 2016). “In a contagious fashion, when other employees see that the one employee
is not doing anything, the other crew members are prone to engage in the same conduct. As a
result, none of the work gets done,” added Echo.Distrust in Management
Lastly, the deep-rooted mistrust, lack of confidence in the employer, and cynicism
created extraordinary barriers for new managerial efforts to be effective with long term
employees who had witnessed the oppression, false promises of previous leaders, and overall
poor managerial practices. Foxtrot cited an example in which the administrator above the
administrative officer provoked conflict with the union as a demonstration of power in a possible
effort to ensure that employees were submissive. The show of force was a reminder that the
management has the authority to grant relief or impose undesirable conditions.
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The conflict led to a series of pushbacks by the union that rebelled against the treatment
of their members. Over years of conflict, the management and union opposed each other on all
matters, furthering the distrust and cynicism for both sides. Charlie added that bad workplace
morale will “ruin the crew in a heartbeat” (
Interview, November 22, 2016). He added, “It’s terrible… you can’t function [as a
department]” (Charlie, Interview, November 22, 2016). Alpha remarked that, by not having buyin from the employees “into the overall mission of the university and the department goals…
then [the employee] is working against us” (Interview, November 11, 2016). As a result,
feelings of fear, misinformation, and bad attitudes can be expected and will have a “detrimental
effect,” said Alpha (Interview, November 11, 2016). As a result, according to Foxtrot,
disconnected employees may be inclined to participate in poor performance because they do not
feel a part of the mechanism that moves the department forward. Such employees may “feel
everything is a scam and this [new manager] is just as bad as the guy before him…. No one has
your best interest in their heart… nobody cares about you doing a good job,” added Foxtrot
(Interview, December 20, 2016).
In response to the mood of the workforce, the employees serving as union officers may
“oppose everything the management says”to avoid being subjected to a manager’s “scam,”
commented Foxtrot (Interview, December 20, 2016). The group dynamic is vulnerable to
actions propelled by the mistrust to the point they are working against their own interesst to spite
the management’s ideas. Lack of information from management and the group’s desire to make
meaning of their circumstances, specifically drawing their own conclusions, positions both
parties as creators of conflict, in some cases, with no real goal to be achieved, according to
Foxtrot. A conflict with no purpose can be dangerous because there is no specific way to satisfy
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the needs of either party. In such a harmful scenario, the relationship between the union and
management existed only to oppose each other.
The interviewees cited the rumor mill as the prevailing method by which employees
received information, a method of communication that was often inaccurate. Foxtrot commented
that the rumors “reinforce all the negatives,” which indicates that none of the management is
supporting the employees (Interview, December 20, 2016). In short, the perceived lack of care
and attention to workplace issues by management is reciprocated by a lack of care or attention by
the departmental workforce. As a result, the work quality was inconsistent, unresolved conflicts
festered, and resources—such as time, healthy relations between employees and employer, and
actual cost of resolutions—were wasted. As Foxtrot identified, the employees’ attitude toward
their workplace was reflective of the attitude of management. Alpha commented that the culture
of the department suffered: “If [the employees] feel [management] doesn’t care, they [the
employees] feel there’s no reason for them to care” (Interview, November 11, 2016).
Turning Point
The Campus Operations Department experienced a new change in leadership when
several officers left the organization within a six-month period. To the transformational
department leaders, the departures created an opportunity to rebuild. However, decades of
mistrust and unsound managerial practices left the new group of leaders with a lofty task to
reprogram and overhaul operations.
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Study Findings
Four themes became apparent throughout the data: (1) transformational shift in
management philosophy from problem avoiders to problem seekers, (2) development of
workplace expectations, (3) rapid response to workplace issues, and (4) conflict prevention. The
themes will be discussed in the following sections.

Theme 1: Problem Avoiders to Problem Seekers:
A Transformational Shift in the Management Philosophy

Following the departures, the most senior managers conducted a self-evaluation to
prioritize their efforts to rebuild the department. A variety of other factors propelled the
transformation. First, state budgets were tightening and departments were expected to “do more
with less people” (Bravo, Interview, November 15, 2016). Foxtrot noted that in past years, the
large staff had the luxury of having another operational person on hand to pick up the slack.
Now, with less staff, each employee was expected to pull her own weight, which came as a
“shock” to some (Foxtrot, Interview, December 20, 2016).
Second, because compensation for the operations employees was so far above the
prevailing wage, compensation for management was also high above the prevailing wage for
similarly situated operations managers and first-line managers in the state. Several interviewees
recognized that the combination of costly overhead and inconsistent quality of services created
an environment that was vulnerable to outsourcing the operational services.
Last, the union recognized the need for change as a way to improve working conditions
and keep their members employed as opposed to being outsourced. With the departure of
department decision makers in the Campus Operations Department, relations between the union
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and the management were focused on a mutual interest to improve the quality and efficiency of
the operation and thus fend off threats of a third party being hired to replace the members and the
management. Coincidentally, a change in union leadership occurred shortly after the departure
of the previous management, which helped refocus efforts to find areas in which the union and
management could find agreement.
Based on the interviews, the evidence was clear that the previous management was
primarily responsible for the deficiencies within the department. Because the nature of
management is to ensure that operational goals are being met, and to resolve obstacles related to
goal attainment, the lack of commitment by the previous management to meet industry standards
caused its ineffectiveness. Although not entirely responsible for the deficiencies in which the
employees have to accept their contribution to the problems, the unsuccessful managerial
methods had supported a departmental culture that allowed employees to develop attitudes of
entitlement and maintain the status quo of subpar performance, misconduct, and/or poor
attendance.
The shockwaves of the departures, as described by Foxtrot, caught the attention of
operational workers. Specifically, the new absence was a signal to the employees that the status
quo was embarking on a major change and employees who had benefited from the patronage
system might be impacted the most. The methods of the previous senior department managers of
avoiding conflict and their lax attitude toward performance expectations were being replaced by
an active management who sought to identify problems and placed a significant amount of
attention on how to prevent problems from recurring. The changes came in many forms, such as
efforts to document issues, sharing of goals with employees, and development of new policies.
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Employees who were immediately impacted were some first-line managers who had
grown accustomed to a comfortable environment that embraced the warm-body mentality.
Nearly half of the first-line managers departed the institution or left their managerial posts
following the new changes, which created more advancement opportunities for employees who
were willing to buy into the new philosophy based on productivity and quality of services. The
new transformational efforts could explain the departures of many first-line managers, in which
an assertive approach by the new management began to identify how the loose leadership style
of first-line managers had caused, or at least contributed to, so many of the challenges facing the
department.
Adding to the shift of philosophy, because there was more competition for students,
managers were looking at how the performance of the department was influencing potential
students’ parents. Foxtrot observed,
When prospective students and parents come to the campus … they are evaluating your
work. They want to see an … environment for their child and their child wants a nice
place to be… [The employee] is a part of that; [they] are stakeholders in all of this. I
don’t think that message got out in the past, but [employees] play a very important part in
retention of students and in recruiting potential students. (Interview, December 20, 2016)
Together with like-minded first-line managers who were focused on change, the new
management team began to note observations that created the basis for the following themes.
Theme 2
Development of Workplace Expectations
A radical transformation from the status quo included new methods of hiring employees.
As mentioned repeatedly by interviewees, a committee of university stakeholders replaced the
past practice of a superintendent being the sole decider based on loose criteria, which depended
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largely on the superintendent’s reference for the position. Committee members included
employees outside of the Campus Operations Department. The change prevented hiring
practices that were secretive and created a level playing field for all applicants based on criteria
determined by the group. “We want to hold everyone accountable and on the same level.
Everyone is held to the same standard,” added Bravo (Interview, November 15, 2016).
Frequent monitoring of probationary employees was conducted to further ease them into
the workplace, identify areas that needed strengthening, and determine future potential.
Probationary employees who signaled problems with their performance, conduct, and/or
attendance were separated from their employment in accordance with the State University Civil
Service procedures. The inclination for the department to part ways with probationary
employees indicated the elevation of standards and intolerance for employees who were unable
to conform to the needs of the workplace.
Charlie added that under the previous management, because new hires were probably
friends or family members of the managers, it was not often that employees were terminated
during probation. The new changes have encouraged managers to document and separate
probationary employees who show signs of being a problem, furthering preventing future issues
and avoiding the procedural separation process altogether. As a result, “Employees are happier
and respect. . . the guy working next to them [knowing that they] are going to do their part,” said
Charlie (Interview, November 22, 2016).
Delta commented, “We don’t have [bad hiring practices] anymore. If [people] are not
good, we don’t want them” (Interview, November 23, 2016). Delta added, “I want the best
employee … because it makes my job easier. Once you get them, you treat them well, and try to
make a little team, and make them comfortable in their surroundings” (Interview, November 23,
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2016). As a result of the change, Charlie stated, “I think that the majority [of the department
workforce] is happy. They know that the person working next to him [or her], for the most part,
is going to work hard. I think they respect that” (Interview, November 22, 2016).
Department managers and first-line managers engaged in new efforts to monitor
employees through daily quality checks by which managers walk through the employees’ work
areas with a daily checklist to ensure that tasks are complete and service is up to standard, added
Charlie. The checklist also holds both the first-line manager and employee accountable for their
performance. The quality checks further employees’ awareness that a manager is going to
inspect their service area later in the day, resulting in the reduced likelihood that employees will
not perform their expected duties. Delta added, “Even your best employees need some kind of
leadership and guidance. If not, I think people get complacent and they start taking short cuts”
(Interview, November 23, 2016). According to Echo, when employees see that their manager
cares about performance, they start to care more about their productivity; When managers care
about their own performance, “it builds trust with the employees” (Interview, December 13,
2016). “When I try my best as a manager, my employees try their best,” added Echo (Interview,
December 13, 2016).
An additional value of the daily quality checks is the opportunity for the managers to
increase their visibility and strengthen communication with the employees. When managers are
not visible to their employees, “they are out of the information loop and don’t know what is
going on [in the workplace],” stated Charlie (Interview, November 22, 2016). Communication
includes notes of praise and encouragement, the sharing of essential information, collecting
information about issues that could be brewing in the department, offering guidance, and
receiving ideas from the staff. The interviewees suggested the value in getting ideas from the
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employees to get buy-in for new changes. When the suggestions come from the workforce, there
is less resistance to implement such changes. In addition, it is a meaningful symbol of
collaboration when employees’ ideas are heard and applied. Delta stated, “I treat them like a
human, and I think they appreciate that, if you let them speak their mind” (Interview, November
23, 2016).
Additionally, the interviewees consistently stated that the open communication alerted
them of issues developing within the workforce. Such communication has been essential to
building confidence that the manager will use the information to make changes, and provides an
opportunity to resolve matters at the lowest possible level. In the spirit of a shareholder, the
employee advises the manager of service areas in the workplace that need the most attention, and
both parties benefit from the exchange.
Employee evaluations are used differently than under the previous management. Under
the new management, attention is focused on documenting issues that need improvement.
Previously, the management’s aversion to documentation risked workplace issues not getting
resolved. There was inadequate record keeping for determining if standards were being met or if
the employee was fulfilling their function in the workplace. Opportunities to build a case against
a poor performer were missed, furthering the perception of entitlement and/or at least promoting
the misconception that a civil service employee could not be terminated.
Equally, employees who excel are recognized and celebrated. Foxtrot added that he had
two employees who achieved perfect attendance for the year. He intended to present them with
certificates and put copies of their certificate on his door to showcase his staff members’
achievements. He added that under the previous management there was hyper criticism of
employees without any real action. As a result, the “bile” of the department began to seep out
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(Interview, December 20, 2016). When employees are criticized, it draws attention to the
managers to also be criticized for not doing a better job of managing their employees.
Last, the new management held other first-line managers accountable for their
employees’ performance. Deducing from the interviews, previous first-line managers likely did
not see themselves as being responsible for the performance of their employees. Similarly, there
was no strong connection between the first-line managers’ managerial skills and efforts to
support the performance of the employees under their management. It appeared as if the firstline managers envisioned themselves simply as spokespeople for the employees on their crew
versus as active participants in the operation that influences the productivity of their department.
The visibility of first-line managers initially drew a mixed review by the employees.
Some employees did not like feeling as if their manager was watching them. Other employees
welcomed the change as an opportunity to showcase their workmanship and build a rapport with
management. In either case, visibility of the first-line manager sent a positive message that
things were changing, that the first-line manager is a stakeholder in the productivity of her
employees, and that the first-line manager’s active participation served as an agent of change.
As a result, the quality of service was consistently improving and meeting standards, employees
were inclined to perform if they knew that someone was holding them accountable, and trust was
restored between the manager and employee as their visibility demonstrated that the manager
cared about the staff and operations.
According to Alpha, a manager’s regular presence provided the necessary feedback and
helped educate his staff to strengthen his contribution to the workload. Further, it keeps the
employee focused on expectations and disrupts distractions in the workplace. “Everyone seems
to take on the attitude of the person that they report to. So, if [the manager] came in with a
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positive attitude, [the employee] will get a positive response,” commented Alpha (Interview,
November 11, 2016). Without the regular presence of a manager, asserted Alpha, “[employees]
rely on themselves to make decisions … that may not be consistent with the department, which is
going to lead to inconsistent performances across the board” (Interview, November 11, 2016).
Theme 3
Rapid Response to Workplace Issues
Whereas the previous management was inclined to ignore workplace issues or, as
described by Delta, put a temporary fix on the issues and, as Charlie added, allow issues to
“fester,” the new management made an effort to respond to issues as they occurred (Charlie,
Interview, November 22, 2016). “If you don’t take care of the conflict right away, especially if
it’s happening in front of you, it will escalate out of control,” said Echo (Interview, December
13, 2016). When minor infractions occur, the department has a practice of meeting with the
employee and the union to explain the expectations to all parties and proceed with a nondisciplinary notice that summarizes the discussion and expectations moving forward. With more
egregious offenses, the department quickly investigates the matter, consults with advisors outside
of their department, and then responds to the issue. In cases in which there is corrective action,
the department organizes the case to include collection of evidence such as statements of
witnesses, evaluations, and other documentation to present in front of a hearing officer. Alpha
noted,
Within a short period of time from the infraction, there’s an investigation, there’s a
discussion about the infraction, and there’s a ruling on the proper corrective action to take
place. That all happens in a short period of time, could happen within a day or two,
versus a year and a half or never receiving feedback to take action on a specific situation.
(Interview, November 11, 2016)
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According to Delta, the new efforts are better organized in comparison to the past
management, in which cases were often mishandled and fell apart. The new methods are
strategic in nature, with two goals in mind: to rehabilitate the employee or to strategically
position future issues with a separation plan from the workforce. As a result, employees began
taking notice and are applauding efforts by management to relieve the workforce of poor
performers who burden the other employees. Alpha added, “Having rules and enforcing them,
we have been able to remove more [poor employees] in the last four years than [the previous
management] has done in the history of the department” (Interview, November 11, 2016).
Discussions with the union have helped open the lines of communication, share ideas,
and introduce new concerns and interests to the meeting. Previous relations with the union could
be described as combative, as both sides opposed anything the other side proposed out of
mistrust based on their perceptions. A renewed effort to build relations with the union helped
create an avenue to explain changes, move to a more transparent operation, and open discussions
about concerns. As a result, both parties leave the discussion better equipped to respond to
workplace demands, resulting in an increase in trust and confidence in the healthy relations. In
addition, such relations have allowed both parties to be heard and can create an opportunity to
forecast needs, issues, and problems for both parties to jointly resolve. While conflicts over
policy may exist, both parties recognize the common benefit of avoiding being outsourced and
are committed to working toward preserving their interests.
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Theme 4
Conflict Prevention

The interviewees described a historic problem with performance dating back to the
patronage system and warm-body mentality in which employees were inclined to not report to
work without consequence. To separate themselves from the many years of addressing issues on
a case-by-case basis, the department managers and union drafted policies that create clear
expectations regarding the most frequent problem areas. The policy prevents conflict by being
able to direct employees to the policy if an infraction has occurred.
The clarity of expectations has left little room for misunderstanding, has resulted in
improved productivity, and has created a new standard by which to evaluate employees. Further,
issuing corrective action for continued performance problem was sustainable by the employer,
whereas past cases failed because the management did not have a policy or did not have an
organized plan to address issues, commented Delta. Alpha added, “Just having policies and
documenting them, distributing them, making sure that everyone is aware [of the policies and
procedures] is a huge step” (Interview, November 11, 2016).
The inclusion of the union and its members in the policy development process allowed
both parties to build a document in which each side has partial ownership. In such a scenario,
both sides recognized the problem with absenteeism and are jointly buying into the solution.
Additionally, explaining the reason that changes are occurring and policies are developing has
been helpful in building relations with the union. “If there is no understanding of why we are
doing what we are doing, and there’s no one that seems to care that they have what they need to
do their job… [the employee] tends to be less responsive and less productive,” stated Alpha
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(Interview, November 11, 2016). Having a well-articulated policy simplifies the expected
outcome in which deviations from the standard are easier to address.
In addition to improvements in performance expectations, interviewees agreed that
training has come a long way but still has a significant distance to travel. According to Alpha,
there has been more effort to educate employees and document the education to prevent
workplace conflict. Under previous management, employees could rationalize their misconduct
or poor performance by using the excuse that they did not know of a policy regarding this. The
documentation of training underscores that the employee “should have known” and is then held
to such a standard, added Alpha (Interview, November 11, 2016). Delta stated, “When we are not
prepared to do a job, when [employees] fail, we all fail… we’re as strong as our weakest link”
(Interview, November 23, 2016).
Under the previous management, new employees were taken to their areas by a first-line
manager and left to figure out what to do, with little guidance. Currently, training by the
department has given employees valuable skills in safety, instruction on handling specific types
of circumstances, and overall standards and procedures for providing a productive performance.
As workplace expectations were changing, the new leadership was assertive in discussing the
changes with the union in advance, explaining why the changes were occurring and welcoming
feedback from the employees.
The extensive efforts to include employees and their union in the discussion regarding
future plans has helped develop a healthy rapport among the employees and leadership, has
overcome previous challenges of distrust of the management, and has furthered confidence that
the management is changing to the benefit of good performers and a productive department.
Regular informal meetings have also assisted in dispelling rumors, as employees can directly ask
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the management questions. As the availability and openness of the managers increased, the
rumor mill became a less reliable stream of information. Bravo recognized the relationship with
the union as a major supportive resource in responding to conflict:
Building a relationship with the union [as a conflict prevention method] has never been
done in the past. [Previously] it was just butting heads with the union. Now, we are
working with the union a lot more to try and prevent [issues] from going to hearings.
We’re trying to be on the same page… just working with the union is a [major step in the
right direction]. (Interview, November 15, 2016)
While the interviewees recognized management walking through the areas as a key effort
to demonstrate a change in performance expectations, an additional benefit was the prevention of
issues. The interviewees consistently recognized the absence of a first-line manager among their
employees as a significant contributor to the challenges in managing employees. The presence
of a first-line manager helped prevent employees from falling behind in their workload as well as
kept the first-line manager in the stream of information as conflict and potential conflict were
developing. The presence of a first-line manager also prevented an assertive alpha employee
from taking charge of the other crew members. As the first-line manager’s visibility increased,
the likelihood of personality conflict among crew members was minimized or at least addressed
early in the conflict development. When employees begin having conflicts with each other,
according to Echo, the trust level inclined the employees to be honest with the first-line manager
about their contribution to the dispute and their reason for their conduct. The openness allowed
the first-line manager to work with quality information to help her find a solution.
Last, the development of rapport with the employees assists in building trust and
providing a forum for employees to share ideas and be heard. “I want [employees] to feel like
they are a part of what we’re doing every day and as long as they feel like they are, and that their
ideas are important to the management, I think that they are going to feel good about it,” added
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Charlie (Interview, November 22, 2016). “It’s about respect; if they respect you I believe we’re
going to have a good working atmosphere,” added Echo (Interview, December 20, 2016).
Result of Transformation
Within a two-year period, the efforts of a systematic method to transform the department
began to take a visible shape. During a budget crisis, the department was able to steadily reduce
costs by finding efficient work methods. The reduction of staffing inefficiencies improved
departmental performance. Multiple changes in the hiring process, policy development, and
strengthened communication led to improved relations with the employees and their union,
which led to the ultimate joint goal of preserving jobs as an alternative to being outsourced.
Observations
The Campus Operations Department at the public higher educational institution in Illinois
became a model example of transformational efforts out of necessity to overcome new
challenges facing the institution that made the department vulnerable to being outsourced. A
change in leadership and recognition of unadvisable managerial practices were core components
to propel meaningful changes in their workforce—specifically, recognition that the issues within
their workforce stemmed from or were in part caused by deficiencies in their leadership.
Considering the heavy terrain of a bureaucratic civil service system that slowed the pace
for immediate personnel changes, the new leadership sought effective methods of identifying the
root causes of their barriers to success and applied new ideas to isolate problems, overcome
challenges, and prevent recurring workplace issues. Simultaneously, the new leadership imposed
new practices of preserving supportive evidence of employee issues; however, the leadership
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reserved disciplinary action for instances in which employees, including first-line managers,
refused to change.
The overarching themes of the interviews included the managers’ need to reposition their
roles and break free from costly and damaging practices by developing visibly clear rules and
expectations, launching an active effort to address conflict at its onset, and creating managerial
strategies that would preserve harmonious relations with proactive efforts to avoid conflict
versus reactive measures in which conflict is inclined to cause more harmful damage to the
workplace. Foxtrot neatly summarized the necessary counterefforts to outsourcing as the issue
being within the control of the department: “We can counter contract services by having welltrained, well-seasoned, experienced managers who have professional development” (Interview,
December 20, 2016). The transformational efforts put the department managers in control of
their success.

CHAPTER 5
RECOMMENDATIONS

The purpose of this research was to use a case study design to apply the intersection of
Sun Tzu’s philosophy and transformational leadership theories to create a set of strategies
specific to overcoming the unique challenges of an employer’s stigma of civil service
procedures. The strategies are intended to create meaningful workplace transformations within
the framework of Sun Tzu’s philosophies as described in The Art of War. The key problem
addressed was correcting the perception of managers who routinely avoid conflict or resist the
preparation necessary to address conflict, thereby becoming the mechanism for additional
conflict.
Discussion
This discussion is organized by research question:
1. What are the obstacles and experiences in managing civil service employees unique
to public sector, specifically in higher education?
2. How do the unique obstacles change the way a leader manages a department?
3. What are problems civil service employees tend to experience most from their
managers?
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Research Question 1
What are the obstacles and experiences in managing civil service employees
that are unique to the public sector, specifically in higher education?
The unique obstacle the interviewees consistently recognized were the cumbersome
bureaucratic procedures from the State University Civil Service System that, at minimum, can
slow down a speedy response to corrective matters and, at worst, can discourage a manager from
taking action based on the mounds of procedures. A manager’s inaction could create tolerance
by the workforce for poor performance, absenteeism, and misconduct. Specifically, the
complexities of state procedures discouraged managers in the Campus Operations Department, in
that they simply did not know what to do when conflict became visible. In return, the
management avoided conflict, which furthered the stereotype that a civil service employee could
not be terminated, and hence multiplied their problems.
The workplace for a department such as the Campus Operations Department in a higher
educational institution is unlike a private-sector employer in that a public employer does not
manufacture goods or sell services, which often become the basis on which performance is
measured. In such a regard, the focus of private-sector preservation of resources is to find costeffective methods of attaining goals in which the potential risk of nonperformance is separation
from employment. For a private-sector employer, the consequences of a poorly run operation
can be reviewed under a microscope, as business leaders investigate reasons for the loss of
revenue. However, in a publicly funded institution, like higher education, without a direct and
immediate measurement of sale by the consumer, the effort to detect issues of performance may
not be as pressing or as visible unless there is a threat to employment based on performance.
For example, according to the interviewees, the threat of being outsourced has prompted
all parties, specifically the management and union-represented employees, to reexamine their
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operation and look for cost-saving opportunities, even though their revenue stream is funded by
the state and collective tuition dollars versus individual consumers for services such as in the
private sector. However, with State of Illinois resources shrinking and enrollment declining
across public institutions, departmental stakeholders are identifying ways they can preserve their
employment, leading to a radical change. In essence, shareholders have joined together to
combat the privatization of services by becoming more like a privatized company with strict
standards focused on the quality of services and identifying ways to offset unnecessary expenses.

Research Question 2
How do the unique obstacles change the way a leader manages a department?

In the department examined in this study, the first step in making meaningful change had
to take place with how the managers viewed their employees. There was a joint promotion in
which each manager and employee was a stakeholder in the department and had a vested interest
in the success of the department. Specifically, the climate of the state, uncontrolled cost of
personnel, and inconsistent quality compelled the stakeholders to buy into a shift in philosophy
or risk an adverse action such as being outsourced. The weight of the growing concerns
compelled stakeholders to re-examine their operations and determine whether they could
contribute to the transformation. As a result, nearly half of the managerial staff departed from
their role, thus creating opportunities to advance operational employees who could commit to the
vision of change.
A key turning point for the department was the new hiring practices that welcomed
recommendations by a committee of secondary stakeholders who could advise on potential hires.
This change was the first of many changes to take place following the departure of previous
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managers, which was an indication there was a new effort to evaluate departmental procedures.
The significant shift in practice effectively ended the perceived inequality by a single person
hiring friends and family members of colleagues as well as leveled the playing field for
advancement opportunities. Further, the active use of the probationary period became an
invaluable tool to separate poor performers before they were subject to the lengthy discharge
procedures.
Contributing to the change in dynamics was the union, which was recognized as the
stakeholders’ success. Under the previous management, distrust between management and the
employees added to the contentious relations, in which both parties seemed to object to any idea
the other party proposed. As both parties identified a vested interest in working together to
defend their employment from being outsourced, a relationship began to form that was
committed to the outcome of saving jobs. The effort of the new management to apply preventive
measures to conflict was central to overcoming conflict.

Research Question 3
What are problems that civil service employees tend to experience most from their managers?

The recurring theme from the interviewees was recognition that the avoidance of conflict
and/or putting forth little effort in addressing workplace matters was the cause of the majority of
the challenges for their operation. With a department of over 100 civil service workers, many of
whom were hired through a referral system, a large number of operational workers behaved with
a sense of entitlement to their employment. According to Delta, furthering the issue was that
middle management was selected from the same pool of employees (Interview, November 23,
2016).
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As Foxtrot suggested, the attitude of the workforce tended to adopt the attitude of the
leadership (Interview, December 20, 2016). Under the previous management, the “warm body”
philosophy (Delta, Interview, November 23, 2016), coupled with the perceived “patronage”
hiring system (Foxtrot, Interview, December 20, 2016), created a structure in the department that
was prone to conflict. Examples included the unwillingness of management to correct poor
performers on the perceived basis that the employee was referred by a colleague or family
member; such patronage contributed to further expectation of special privileges such as
overlooking poor performance, conduct, or attendance, and a lack of structure or order that
would have provided clear instruction about the workplace expectations.
There was no dispute by the interviewees that the civil service procedure was much more
structured and formal in comparison to the private sector; however, Foxtrot explained that the
larger concern was that managers did not know how to navigate the terrain of the civil service
system; in turn, managers simply gave up and/or did not invest the resources necessary to make
workplace changes with the staff (Interview, December 20, 2016). As a result, the employer
continued to harbor poor performers because they were referrals from other colleagues and/or the
burden was too great to effectively make personnel decisions. Alpha added that the
“cumbersome” nature of the civil service procedures and number of formal steps had the
potential to “create poor employees” and “encourage . . . poor performance” with the lack of
speed necessary to take decisive action similar to the private sector (Interview, November 11,
2016). Alpha speculated that the amount of procedure necessary was the reason that previous
management “gave up” before addressing a workplace issue (Interview, November 11, 2016).
A variety of other recurring problems stemmed from the absence of a manager in the
workplace, which created a chaotic environment that limited the manager’s insight to the needs
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of the employees, strained channels of communication, and allowed assertive personalities to
assume unapproved leadership roles. The disorder caused by a manager’s absence allowed the
rumor mill to gain momentum and elevated the mistrust between employees and managers.
Last, due to a manager’s overall avoidance of duties coupled with an entitled employee,
the Campus Operations Department developed a tolerance for poor employees, which effectively
lowered the standard and quality of services by the department. In summary, the single most
pressing challenge prior to the transformation was that the leadership created an environment
that avoided conflict and their responsibility to lead.
Recommendations
To recap, the first chapter of this study focused on the challenges in public higher
education and explained the how Sun Tzu’s philosophy of being prepared for conflict intersects
with transformational theories. In Chapter 2, literature from a range of researchers deconstructed
the thirteen principles from The Art of War by examining how the principles intersect with other
transformational leadership findings and concepts. Chapters 3 and 4 detailed the case study of
the transformation of a department composed entirely by civil service employees in a public
higher educational institutional in Illinois. Finally, Chapter 5 identifies themes from Sun Tzu’s
philosophy that were underscored by transformational leadership concepts.
Similar to the Sun Tzu’s philosophies cited in The Art of War, the following
recommendations may have universal application. While the new strategies could be used in a
wide range of workplaces, the recommendations were derived from the interviewees and are
specific to their challenges outlined in the case study. The department’s commitment to change
resulting in a reduction of costly practices, an increase in productivity, and improved relations
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with employees. The original principle from The Art of War is noted in parenthesis following
the newly constructed principle.
The section below uses Sun Tzu’s philosophy, transformational concepts, and
observations from the case study to reconstruct the 13 principles as recommendations for
managing civil service employees. Specifically, the concepts extracted from the data collected
were compared to Sun Tzu’s philosophy and identified as being key changes from the
department’s current practices that made transformation possible. Key experiences from the
department are noted in the recommendations.
Embrace Conflict
(Principle: Planning)
Sun Tzu asserts that before engaging in conflict, it is necessary to measure yourself
against the opposition in terms of who is most prepared and who has more skill, more resources,
a greater cause, a better disciplined army, and a larger will to win (Trapp, 2012). In the
workplace, conflict comes in many forms and a manager has to determine readiness to overcome
challenges (Trapp, 2012).
Conflict is not bad for the workplace; being unprepared to address conflict is bad.
Conflict is an inevitable occurrence when people work together, as new ideas intersect and new
perspectives challenge assumptions. As such, conflict may serve as an opportunity for people to
think critically about their experiences and communicate creatively about their ideas. Human
beings will have their own opinions and interests as it relates to the workplace, in which avoiding
conflict is avoiding the opportunity to grow. However, unmanaged conflict can lead to hostility
that has less potential of finding a resolution in which the avoidance of conflict creates an
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entirely new dispute. It is important to conduct an ongoing review of readiness for conflict
through forecasting and a disciplined study of working conditions and environment.
The case of the Campus Operations Department was a fair example of the problem
statement in which leaders unprepared for conflict become the mechanism for more conflict.
Management’s avoidance of the brewing conflict, the agitation of unresolved conflict, and the
overall ineffective response to conflict created more unresolved challenges. When the
departmental leadership changed and a focus on preparedness occurred, the forum for change
through conflict allowed all parties to think critically of a transformation that needed to occur by
changing their perspectives from problem avoiders to problem seekers.
Decisive Action
(Principle: Waging War)
Sun Tzu states:
In waging war, victory is the prize, but if it’s delayed, both troops and weapons are
blunted; besieging a city exhausts your strength; a protracted campaign deletes the state’s
resources. With your soldiers and weapons dull, strength and resources spent, your rivals
will seize their chance and rise up against you. Then no matter how wise you are, you can
turn nothing to your advantage. (as cited in Trapp, 2012, p. 13)
The study revealed several examples of indecision by departmental leadership that bred
feelings of no confidence in the managers’ competence; as such, other more assertive employees
might have been inclined to create dissention among the ranks to carve out their dominance. A
prolonged dispute had no benefit to either side and was a costly depletion of resources such as
time, procedures, and turnover. Such prolonged disputes became the basis for the manager/
employee relationship, which only existed to oppose each other, with no real progress being
made.
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A consistent application of rules and responses reinforces the employer’s attention to
detail, through which willful disregard for such rules can be addressed immediately. Inconsistent
application of rules and/or indecision during moments when critical decisions are necessary has
the potential to distract the workforce from its goals. Likewise, a decisive leader must disable a
rumor mill and further the message that answers to questions can be found through transparent
leadership.
The spreading of misinformation among the workforce must be addressed with bold
action to demonstrate zero tolerance for subversive discussion that has the effect of derailing an
operation. Likewise, the willingness to separate from poor performers during the probationary
period was a significant leap forward for the Campus Operations Department, as they were
preventing future issues by potentially problem employees. Decisive action on poor
performance, during and after the probationary period, reinforces expectations, creates a culture
of mutual respect for the workplace, and assures the workforce that the leadership is present to
support their success and is worthy of being followed.

Create Clear Standards
(Principle: Strategic Offense)
According to Sun Tzu, “Winning a hundred victories out of a hundred battles is not the
ultimate achievement; the ultimate achievement is to defeat the enemy without even coming to
battle” (as cited in Trapp, 2012, p. 17). Sun Tzu recognized the height of strategic leadership as
the ability to overcome conflict by outthinking obstacles and addressing conflict before it takes
shape (Trapp, 2012). Having well-publicized policies that are frequently reviewed is the first
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step to creating a standard. The next step is actively identifying areas of the workforce that are
not in compliance with the visible standard and documenting and rehabilitating the deficiencies.
Central to building a workforce, specifically in a public institution with policies
perceived to grant more protection to an employee, a strategic method of preventing unnecessary
conflict is to heavily test the ability and attitude of employees during the probationary period
(Trapp, 2012). According to Delta, absenteeism was one of the most frequent areas of conflict
for the department (Interview, November 23, 2016). The unclear expectations coupled with the
lack of enforcement contributed to a culture that entitled employees. Bravo (2016) added, “We
have individuals that don’t come to work” (Interview, November 15, 2016). The burden of lost
productivity impacted both the operations and the workers’ morale in which the union and
management jointly created workplace expectations. Following the formation of these
benchmarks, “Everyone is held to the same standard,” stated Bravo (Interview, November 15,
2016). Alpha (2016) added, “Having rules and enforcing them, we have been able to remove …
more problem employees in the last four years than we’ve probably done in the history of the
department” (Interview, November 11, 2016).

Visibility of Leader
(Principle: Deployment)
According to Sun Tzu, “Being prepared for all circumstances is what ensures certain
victory” (Trapp, 2012, p. 25). The absence of a leader forgoes the opportunity to set such a tone,
and instead the tone is set by the culture of the group. Visibility has the benefit of being engaged
with the subordinates, which prepares the leader for conflict that is developing and for learning
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about the needs of her audience. Additionally, a leader who is visible sends a subtle message of
trust that they are available to serve and are present to keep order.
The study revealed the progress achieved by the first-line managers physically walking
through their employees’ areas. The increased visibility by the leadership raised awareness of
the employees that their work was being monitored and the manager was available to give them
support and guidance. Likewise, both parties understood the responsibility if the workload was
not being completed and/or the leadership could identify unreasonable obstacles to achieving the
department’s goals. As a result, good performances were recognized and deficiencies were
corrected. An additional benefit of walking through the work area was that it demonstrated that
the managers cared about their employees’ performance and the way their output was perceived
by the public. When managers demonstrate their care for the workplace, it is a reasonable
expectation that the employees will also demonstrate care and attention to their performance.
Delta commented that when the leadership is absent, “people get complacent and start
taking shortcuts” (Delta, Interview, November 23, 2016). However, the practice of the first-line
managers walking through the areas of the employees “lets the employee know that you care,”
said Delta (Interview, November 23, 2016). Bravo added that the manager’s visibility reminded
employees of their responsibilities and kept them on task (Interview, November 15, 2016).
Further, “it keeps the lines of communication open [with their workforce],” stated Bravo
(Interview, November 15, 2016). The absence of a manager can lead to work quality not being
maintained: “Workers will do as little as you let them,” and employees tend to “form packs” and
develop negative attitudes and/or they “start attacking each other,” added Bravo (Interview,
November 15, 2016).
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Create Buy-In
(Principle: Momentum)
Sun Tzu declares, “Deploying a large army in battle is just like deploying a small one; it
is a matter of formation and communication” (Trapp, 2012, p. 27). Surrounding an obstacle with
skilled and enthusiastic participants will bring momentous results the equivalent of a “round
boulder tumbling down a thousand-foot mountain” (p. 31). Building momentum for a
transformation is easier when the workforce gains a clear benefit from their participation.
A transformational leader views each employee as a path to the overall goals of his
operation. Such a leader probes the interests of his subordinates so that as the group is working
together to satisfy their own goals, it is satisfying the nature of the operation as well. Making
each person a vested stakeholder in the outcome of the organizational effort creates a deeper
connect between the employees and their objectives. Further, the flow of information and
direction from the upper departmental management to the entry-level employee must be smooth
and even.
The study revealed that the concerns of being outsourced were a burden to departmental
leadership and the employees. There was a joint recognition of how each side contributed to the
problem and how each needed the other to overcome the threat of losing employment. As the
theme of saving jobs became apparent, all parties bought into the need for change and were
willing to make adjustments. The renewed relationship between the leadership and the union
was pivotal, as both sides actively worked to strategically position the department to overcome
the unprecedented barriers. By adding the goal of not being outsourced to the vision of the
department, when employees supported the management, they were also supporting their own
interest of continued employment.
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Foxtrot added, “One of the ways that we can counter contract services is by having welltrained, well-seasoned, experienced managers who have professional development because that
is what [other private companies are]…going to offer” (Interview, December 20, 2016). Honest
discussion with the employees regarding problems that need attention in the workplace, such as
the concerns of outsourcing, had the benefit of being a trust-building exercise. An “open
relationship with communication is huge… we’ve made the [employees] part of the decisionmaking process, by bringing them in and getting their input,” stated Bravo (Interview, November
15, 2016).
Star Player Mentality
(Principle: The Substantial and Insubstantial)
Sun Tzu says, “Military strategy is like water which flows away from high ground to low
ground…. Water adapts its course according to the terrain; in the same way you should shape
your victory around the enemy’s disposition. There are no constants in warfare any more than
water maintains a constant shape” (Trapp, 2012, p. 39).
Building an organization around the existing talents of the workforce can create a fluid
organization capable of surpassing their intended goals. Taking such talent and growing it with
additional training and education may yield multiple benefits such as a highly capable workforce.
The additional skills can boost creativity that elevates the workplace, and employees’ gratitude
can translate into a deeper commitment to their employer,
Transformational leadership differs from transactional leadership, in which
transformation recognizes each person as a path to the organization’s achievements; whereas
transactional leadership is dependent on a process or system. A transformational leader works
toward building each employee into a star player, and any shortage in that effort is up to the
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leader to recover. However, providing employees an opportunity to grow into their talents and
create pathways to use those talents to benefit the team, an employee may feel empowered and
trusted to serve as a designee when in need.
The study revealed the managers’ use of training and evaluations to identify areas that
needed improvement and to recognize the contributions of the employees. In some cases, the
recognition created opportunities for new duties, such as career advancements. The training
generated new ideas by the employees, which gave them a voice for change as they were
learning new ways to think of their workplace. The new efforts helped transform the relationship
between the employees and their manager, which made focusing on the overall goal easier to
achieve. As transformational leadership theories point to each employee being an avenue to an
organization’s success, supporting employees who need attention and furthering their skill set
may have the effect of deepening the employee’s commitment to the employer.

Seek Advisors: Brain Trust
(Principle: Maneuver Against the Enemy)
Sun Tzu (2012) states that “a general must acquaint himself thoroughly with the terrainits mountains and forests, its flats and impasses, swamps, and marshes—before he can march his
army through it. He must use local knowledge to take best advantage of natural features”
(Trapp, 2012, p. 43). Counsel can come in many forms, including advice from colleagues within
and outside of the department. A worthy supplier of advice can be from the employees the
manager oversees. Seeking opinions and welcoming input furthers the strength of the
relationship between the employees and employers as well as prevents a leader from blunders in
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front of her subordinates. Likewise, a leader must effectively differentiate counsel who can
produce quality advice versus counsel who uses the face time to push his own agenda.
In the Campus Operations Department, the union served as a valuable agent of
communication through which information was provided by and to the larger membership. The
flow of information was essential to preventing new problems while gaining a deeper
understanding of existing challenges. A manager who can learn from criticism can serve as the
basis for change. In the case of the Campus Operations Department, the arguments that
supported the suggestion of outsourcing their workforce prompted the critical reflection
necessary to compel change. The advisement from the employees, via their union, served as a
beneficial perspective from where the work occurs.

Training: Preparing for the Long Term
(Principle: Variables)
Sun Tzu cautions, “Do not rely on the enemy not arriving to battle, but on your own
readiness to receive them; do not rely on them not attacking; rather, be sure of the defensibility
of your own position” (Trapp, 2012, p. 51). A complacent leader is dangerous to an efficient
operation because he may perceive the years of minimal consequences for lack of accountability
as evidence that nothing is going to happen as a result of his incompetence.
In this study, when the previous management responded to conflict, the practice was
reactive versus proactive, thus the management was generally trying to respond to issues from a
deficit considering the years of bad managerial practices. The disorder to the operation and lack
of readiness for conflict created opportunities for the most disgruntled and disruptive employees
to steer the management’s attention into a direction of their choosing. Further, the patronage
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system being the prevailing method of promotions to middle management created little potential
for development within the workforce. Foxtrot’s observation of the patronage system was that it
did not compel employees to work harder to be a better candidate for advancement. Instead, it
compelled employees to work harder at being better patrons (Interview, November 22, 2016). In
short, the senior management replaced unprepared managers with other employees who were
also unprepared to respond to conflict based on favoritism. As a result, the practice created a
cycle that was unable to overcome the department’s deficiencies.
Several interviewees described conduct by the previous management that could serve as a
formula for failure. Sun Tzu identifies the following five inevitable pitfalls of a leader: reckless
habits, quick temper, self-serving action, lack of preparation, and indecision are qualities that
lead to defeat (Trapp, 2012, p. 51). Respectively, the reckless habit of managers avoiding
workplace problems, the willingness to provoke unnecessary disputes with the union, the refusal
to develop policies and/or consistent application of rules, the absence of management’s presence
among the staff, and lax attitudes toward performance of employees summarize the reasons the
departmental workforce was unsuccessful and was positioned for a radical transformation
(Trapp, 2012).
Employees who are prepared for new challenges are positioned to step in when called on.
In some cases, such employees may crave the opportunity to test their mettle against new
obstacles as a healthy competitive effort to be considered for additional responsibility and access
to economic mobility. Developing a pool of potential leaders within the workplace creates a
succession pipeline that could prevent a shortage of future leadership and boost morale among
employees. Efforts by the management to accommodate training and education for their
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employees support concepts from the transformational leadership model, whereby employees are
developed as resources so that they are prepared to overcome obstacles as autonomous thinkers.

Zero Targets: Accountability
(Principle: On the March)

According to Sun Tzu,
A general who punishe[s] his troops before he has won them over, will never be
accepted by them and they will be useless to him. If he has already won them
over but does not punish them when appropriate [he] will still be useless. So you
must bring your troop[s] together with humane treatment, and bind them with
discipline-- this is the path to invincibility. Enact consistency in orders and
instruction and the men will be loyal to you; if there is no consistency, they will
not. It is of mutual benefit to general and men to maintain this consistency.
(Trapp, 2012, p. 61)
Being in charge exposes a leader to criticism. However, managers holding themselves to
a higher standard than their employees has the effect of embodying the commitment they are
promoting. Avoiding the responsibilities of a manager creates targets for critics. Such
opportunities can disrupt the flow of leadership, as subordinates may spend time questioning
actions versus complying with instructions. A problem avoider is prone to criticism, which
creates an environment of mistrust and doubt of the leadership’s ability to lead.
In the example from Foxtrot, the senior administrator proposed inexplicable and radical
changes that would have been burdensome for the union employees, who for years had endured a
resentful and distrustful relationship with their management (Interview, December 20, 2016).
When the management refused to explain why the changes were necessary to the operation, the
union staged a well-publicized march of their members to protest the changes. The
demonstration brought much unwanted attention to the department administration and to the
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institution and may have generated sympathizers from non-departmental employees as a gesture
of solidarity against unfair treatment (Foxtrot, Interview, December 20, 2016).
The attention compelled the administrator to reverse his stance rather than use the forum
to provide a logical explanation for the changes. The department leadership harmed itself by
providing the union an opportunity by which the union could claim the management did not have
the interests of their employees at heart, furthering the mistrust between the employees and
management. The concession by the administration raised doubt about the management’s
competence, while the union rallied the employees together as a win against their perceived
oppressor.
The management undercut its own efforts to demonstrate power. Instead, the bad
managerial practice shifted the control into the hands of the people they were tasked to manage.
In this example, the union held the management accountable for its missteps by embarrassing the
leadership, in that the management could not explain the reason for the changes they were
proposing. The lesson learned in this matter is that accountability can apply both ways:
management holding employees accountable and vice versa. The larger lesson, however, is that
the lack of management’s accountability of its own management reversed the power structure,
which led to credibility issues.
Focus on Outcome: Endgame
(Principle: Terrain, Situational Positioning)
Sun Tzu states, “A general who advances without thought of personal glory, and retreats
without care for disgrace, who thinks only of protecting the people and benefitting his ruler—
such a man is a treasure beyond price to his country” (Trapp, 2012, p. 67). In the chaos of
conflict, a leader can be inclined to respond for the sake of saving face without thinking of how
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to use the conflict to achieve the goals. In the example of Campus Operations Services at the
public higher educational institution in Illinois, the department had a history of the management
and union opposing each other for the sake of fighting. It was not until the management
recognized that areas of their management had to change that the union recognized that members
of the union also had to change, thereby creating a path to success for both.
When the leadership stopped fighting and started focusing on their goal of not being
outsourced as well as other changes (i.e., holding their management accountable), it was then
easier to hold the rest of the workforce accountable, resulting in meaningful change. Focusing
on the conflict had the effect of generating needless additional conflict for the sake of more
opportunities to win or impose harm on an opponent—neither of which brought the parties closer
to their goals. However, focusing on the outcome (i.e., avoiding their work being outsourced)
had the effect of generating ideas and building consensus, both of which served the interest of all
parties.
Early Detection of Conflict
(Principle: Nine Types of Ground)
Sun Tzu noted, “The essence of military operation is speed…. [A] worthy general …
does not allow the enemy to concentrate his forces. He looms over them and prevents their allies
from joining them.” (Trapp, 2012, p. 73). In some cases, big problems were smaller problems
earlier in time, but the avoidance of dealing with a problem provides fertile soil for an issue to
grow in size and complexity, making a simple problem more difficult and costly to correct. As a
result, a matter may splinter into new problems as resentment by the oppressed person or party
morphs into a disgruntled group who is committed to being angry. The underestimation of a
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dissatisfied employee may strengthen the will of a group as the employees actively oppose
anything that the management suggests.
For example, Charlie noted that when employees slacked off, other employees tended to
slack off because the management had not addressed the issue (Interview, November 22, 2016).
The employees were at risk of allowing the quality of their work to decline, prompting other
institutional stakeholders to consider outsourcing the department. Employees, feeling threatened
by the consideration of bringing in a third party, joined together to point out the faults of the
management. In the meantime, parties formed a circular argument in which the management
claimed the quality of the work was poor and the employees blamed the poor quality of service
on the poor quality of management. The larger conflict then became the vehicle for the smaller
conflict that, if had been addressed early at its onset, could have prevented the entire dispute.
A leader’s ability to intervene before resentment develops has multiple benefits,
including addressing the matter before it takes the shape of a visible problem, avoiding costly
procedures and/or disruptions to the operation, demonstrating care for the employees’ concerns,
and ensuring that the leader is solving the right problem. Further, it prevents employees from
developing a common reason to rally against their management. A clear understanding of the
issues facing the workforce is essential to a speedy resolution that builds the employees’
confidence that their manager has the competence to address their needs.

Change Culture From Within
(Principle: Attacking with Fire)
According to Sun Tzu, “A wise ruler thinks ahead and a good general builds on his
victories.... Do not use soldiers unless there is something to be gained. Do not fight if you are
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not in danger… Only advance if it is to your clear advantage” (Trapp, 2012, p. 89). Sun Tzu’s
example of attacking by fire is an illustration of the long-term impact in which the use of fire has
a permanent effect. The analogy underscores the alternative in which soldiers who move before
seeing an advantage or fight without a cause are at risk of losing sight of their goals. A
thoughtful leader will identify what is important to both sides of the conflict, specifically
identifying areas in which both parties can agree or at least have a defendable position if no
agreement can be reached. The path to understanding the opposing cultures is to openly discuss
how each has arrived at their conclusions.
For example, under the previous management, the perceived patronage hiring system was
criticized as a method of cronyism—a way to benefit family and friends of acquaintances and to
further the power of the superintendent. While hiring unqualified employees and overlooking
their deficiencies in the workplace for the sake of building supporters is a bad practice, a referral
system, in and of itself, is not a bad practice to find employment. In a small community, such as
the town in which the public higher educational institution in Illinois is located, it is common for
coworkers to know people in the area and be willing to refer them to employment opportunities.
In this example, it is not necessarily the process that is bad. Instead, the person making decisions
may have been operating in bad faith because she was not taking into account how such
decisions are creating a separate class of privilege in the workplace.
A better management of hiring practices, including the use of a referral system in the
Campus Operations Department, is to replace the problematic element of a single decider with a
committee of shareholders. By engaging the shareholders in the decision-making process, the
culture of mistrust is positioned to evolve into a cooperative effort to develop the future
workforce for the department. The applicants for employment may continue to be referrals for
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employment from other department employees, including family members and acquaintances.
However, the key difference is the perceived reason that they are being hired. Under the new
system of hiring for the department, candidates for employment are based on their performance
potential instead of patronage potential. The transition signaled a shift in culture to a more
transparent process, which increased the trustworthiness of the leadership.

Build Allies
(Principle: Intelligence)
Sun Tzu asserts, “For what enables a wise rule and an able general to attack decisively
and to succeed where ordinary men fail, is foreknowledge” (Trapp, 2012, p. 91). Healthy
relationships are pivital to a productive work environment and are an essential tool for effective
management. Relationships create avenues for information to be collected, keeping a manager a
step ahead of pending conflict. The collected information feeds the strength of a manager to
forecast trending conflicts and creates an opportunity to address or prevent issues before they
occur. Hence, the ability to “defeat the enemy without even coming to battle” is dependent on
the quality of information available to the manager in advance (Trapp, 2012, p. 17).
As information is used to head off disputes, it compels respect and compliance from
employees, as they are inclined to view their leadership as a trusted resource looking out for their
benefit. As Echo submitted, the trustworthy rapport with his employees has created an
environment in which employees will be open and honest about their contribution to conflict
with other coworkers (Interview, December 13, 2016). Such trust provides access to the leader
in which a speedy plan can be formed and implemented. The trusting environment that results
from good relations has the potential to increase workplace morale, productivity, and long-term
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goal attainment. In short, relationships matter. When the union and management worked
together it increased trust and reliance on the new precedent being formed.
Future Research
While philosophies of transformational leadership have much in common with Sun Tzu’s
The Art of War, transactional leadership may have many overlapping ideas as well.
Transactional leadership, which focuses on systems as a path to goal attainment, may have
valuable intersections with conflict resolutions that can benefit from Sun Tzu’s philosophies.
Specifically, principles that relate to keeping order, consequences for noncompliance, and
development of goals are inclined to be transactional in nature.
Future research may include how transformational and transactional efforts can work
together within the framework of The Art of War. This study has revealed a mix of
transformational and transactional leadership concepts necessary to overcome workplace
challenges. Examples included transformational efforts of building policies to prevent conflict
as well as the transactional effort of issuing corrective action. While both are aimed at bringing
about change, research on how the two types of leadership can work together may reveal new
applications of Sun Tzu’s philosophies.
Lastly, qualitative research on union employees may offer new perspectives in which
their efforts have contributed to changes in the workplace. In this study, the management’s
efforts to gather input from their subordinates was pivotal to a transformation occurring, as it
provided a guide to what the leadership needed to do to satisfy their needs. A qualitative study
of civil service employees could reveal other challenges that need attention that may not have
surfaced while interviewing the managers. Such a study could expand the recommendations
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presented in this research and provide further practical application. Similar to the goals of this
study, Chicago union activist Saul Alinsky created an action framework for addressing issues
related to power, influence, and union organizations. A comparison to his overview of 13 rules
for radicals may uncover roots to The Art of War that are specific to labor efforts and the power
of organizing (Alinksy, 1989) or further underscore the unmet needs of employees that a
manager would find value in understanding.
Conclusion
Civil service employment in public higher educational institutions in Illinois has a series
of procedural steps that have perpetuated the stereotype that an underperforming civil service
employee cannot be terminated. Such perspectives may have the effect of discouraging the
management from correcting deficiencies in problem employees due to the amount of time and
attention that may place the burden beyond a manager’s skill set or energy level. The avoidance
of managerial responsibilities has the effect of causing additional unnecessary conflict. Such
was the case in the Campus Operations Department at one public higher educational institution
in Illinois, which was the subject of this research study.
The department was plagued with deep-rooted problems stemming from the absence of
leadership. During a time when Illinois was experiencing a budget crisis, the management and
employees identified a common interest of avoiding concerns of being privatized. The change in
leadership became a radical transformation in departmental practices, managerial strategies, and
relationship building with the union. Pivotal to the transformation was the leadership’
willingness to examine its contribution to the problems and to become proactive in addressing
deficiencies among the managers. While managers could not change the state procedures, which
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were perceived as bureaucratic red tape, they could reshape the lens through which they look at
their workforce and their problems. Further, they could change their decision-making process by
realizing their power and influence to take decisive action by making better use of the state
guided probationary period, development of training for managers and employees, and creation
of clear workplace expectations.
There were several intersections of Sun Tzu’s philosophies and transformational
leadership specifically focused in the culture of the Campus Operations Department. The 13
principles from The Art of War served as a roadmap for making meaningful transformation
possible. As opposed to relying on a single principle, the application of the 13 principles
together helped maximize the efforts to overcome years of challenges in the Campus Operations
Department. The study provided a valuable opportunity to reconstruct the principles from The
Art of War into a strategic benchmark for overcoming barriers in managing civil services
employees in public institutions. Central to transformational leadership and The Art of War is
accepting and preparing for conflict as a means for learning and evolving as a departmental
culture. However, similar to transformational theory and Sun Tzu’s philosophy, the avoidance of
conflict has costly consequences that have the potential to ruin organizations (Cleary 1998).
According to Sun Tzu, the war is won through preparation and a disciplined study of the
conditions prior to the battle taking place. To paraphrase a principle from The Art of War: If you
know your obstacle and know your skill set, you do not have to fear conflict; however, if you
know neither the obstacle nor your skill set, you will be vulnerable in every challenge (Trapp,
2012).
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Approval Notice
Initial Review

11-Oct-2016

TO: Jesus Perez
Counseling, Adult and Higher Education
RE: Protocol # HS16-0319 “Art of transformational administration: A study of Sun Tzu's
philosophy applied to managing civil service employees.”
Your Initial Review submission was reviewed and approved under Expedited procedures by
Institutional Review Board #1 on 11-Oct-2016. Please note the following information about your
approved research protocol:
Protocol Approval period: 11-Oct-2016 - 10-Oct-2017
If your project will continue beyond that date, or if you intend to make modifications to the
study, you will need additional approval and should contact the Office of Research Compliance
and Integrity for assistance. Continuing review of the project, conducted at least annually, will be
necessary until you no longer retain any identifiers that could link the subjects to the data
collected. Please remember to use your protocol number (HS16-0319) on any documents or
correspondence with the IRB concerning your research protocol.
Please note that the IRB has the prerogative and authority to ask further questions, seek
additional information, require further modifications, or monitor the conduct of your research
and the consent process.
Unless you have been approved for a waiver of the written signature of informed consent, this
notice includes a date-stamped copy of the approved consent form for your use. NIU policy
requires that informed consent documents given to subjects participating in non-exempt research
bear the approval stamp of the NIU IRB. This stamped document is the only consent form that
may be photocopied for distribution to study participants.
It is important for you to note that as a research investigator involved with human subjects, you
are responsible for ensuring that this project has current IRB approval at all times, and for
retaining the signed consent forms obtained from your subjects for a minimum of three years
after the study is concluded. If consent for the study is being given by proxy (guardian, etc.), it is
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your responsibility to document the authority of that person to consent for the subject. Also, the
committee recommends that you include an acknowledgment by the subject, or the subject's
representative, that he or she has received a copy of the consent form. In addition, you are
required to promptly report to the IRB any injuries or other unanticipated problems or risks to
subjects and others. The IRB extends best wishes for success in your research endeavors.
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Date
Name
Address
City, State
RE:

Request to participate in study [SAMPLE LETTER]

Based on your leadership experience with civil service employees at a state university in Illinois, you
have been selected as a potential candidate to participate in an interview for my doctoral dissertation
research from the College of Education, Department of Counseling, Adult and Higher Education, at
Northern Illinois University. The title of the doctoral research study is, “The Art of Transformational
Leadership: A Study of Sun Tzu’s Philosophy Applied to Managing Civil Service Employees.”
In summary, Sun Tzu in a Chinese military leader from 500 BC who was credited with writing a book of
strategic planning known as The Art of War. The basis of the book is how to overcome, address, and
prevent conflict. The Art of War has been applied to many subjects such as sports, business, and politics.
Using war as a metaphor for workplace conflict, your experience in a public higher educational setting
and identifying strategies will provide valuable insight as to how Sun Tzu’s philosophies could be used in
managing civil service employees. Prior knowledge of The Art of War is not necessary to be considered
for participation.
Eligible participants to the study must meet all of the following criteria:
• Have experience managing or hiring civil service employees;
• Experience with public institution subject to state rules regarding civil service employees;
• Experience must be in a department that has a minimum of 10 civil service employees.
We would meet for approximately 90 minutes, at a mutually agreeable time and location, to discuss topics
related to your work place experiences, including a compare and contrast with experiences from previous
managers and previous employers. The interview will be recorded and transcribed for research purposes
only. The identity of the participants and the employers mentioned will be considered confidential (not
published in the research) and pseudonyms will be provided. The study has been approved by the NIU
Office of Research Compliance, under the supervision of my dissertation chair and advisor, Dr. Jorge
Jeria.
Please contact me in person or at [redacted] to accept the request to participant ask for additional
information. Thank you for considering becoming a participant.
Sincerely,

Jesus Perez, Doctoral Student

APPENDIX D
CONSENT FORM

143

APPENDIX E
GUIDING INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

145

[Qualifying Questions]
Tell me about your previous workplace experience:
Tell me about some of your previous management experience prior to your current
employment
Tell me how conflict was addressed with the previous employer that may be different from
current employer

[Professional Values]
Tell me about your workplace responsibilities as it relates to addressing conflict.
Tell me about you role is in the workplace
Tell me about your responsibilities in this role
Tell me about the most frequent areas of conflict in your current role
Tell me how your role in the workplace responded to conflict
Tell me about the first few steps that you take when you identify conflict with an employee.
Tell me about methods that you use to overcome conflict.
Tell me about how your become aware of conflict that is developing.
Tell me, from your personal perspective, about the most common causes for such conflict.
Tell me about examples of methods that the department that is currently using that has
improved outcome to conflict
Tell me how has those improvements changed the workplace.
Tell me about managerial practices that has been helpful in identifying conflict
Tell me about managerial practice that has been helpful in preventing conflict.
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[Strategies Dealing with Conflict]
Tell me how methods of addressing conflict have changed over the last few
Tell me how conflict was address with previous management
Tell me how conflict is addressed under the new management
Tell me, based on your observations, what were the first few steps of previous managers
when they identified conflict.
Tell me about the outcome of those steps taken by previous managers.
Tell me about what the previous management’s methods that did not produce desirable
outcomes.
Tell me what you are doing differently from previous managers that have produced desirable
outcomes.

[Reflection on Response to Conflict]
Tell me how the speed of response to conflict by the management has affected the outcome
Tell me how a fast response has impacted the conflict.
Tell me how a slow response has impacted the conflict.
Tell me how no response has impacted the conflict.
Tell me how the civil service rules and procedures have helped or hindered the speed of
response to conflict.
Tell me how the institutional policies have helped or hindered the response to conflict.

[Reflection on Employee Relations]
Tell me how the relationships with the union have helped or hindered the response to
conflict.
Tell me how the relationships directly with your employees have helped or hindered the
response to conflict.
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Tell me about key managerial practices that have been helpful in improving relationships
with employees.
Tell me how goals are communicated to the employees.
Tell me how you respond to employees when goals are not met.
Tell me how you go about developing policies/procedures for the employees.
Tell me about some of the obstacles in developing policies/procedures for employees.

[Conflict Prevention Goals]
Within the context of organizational goals, tell me about changes have occurred in how
management recruits, hires, and retains employees.
Tell me how you prepare new employees to overcome previous workplace challenges
Tell me, based on your observation of other managers, how has the physical presence of a
manager in the workplace impacted the workers experience.
Tell me how the presence of a manager in the workplace impacts communication.
Tell me how the presence of a manager in the workplace impacts prevention of conflict.
Tell me how the presence of a manager in the workplace impacts workplace morale.
Tell me how the presence of a manager in the workplace impacts relationships with
employees.
Tell me, based on your observation of other managers, how has the physical absence of a
manager in the workplace impacted the workers experience.
Tell me how such absence shaped the culture of the department.
Tell me how such absence has shaped the attitudes of employees toward their employer.
Tell me how such attitudes impact the employee’s performance.

